


Since 2006, students were asked:  

How many hours of timetabled 
sessions did you have 
scheduled in an average 
week during term time? And 
about how many hours did you 
attend in the average week?  

This section is concerned with how many 
hours were scheduled and attended, 
and how they have changed over 
time. Particular attention is given to 
attendance, defined as the difference 

between hours scheduled and attended. 

As Figure 6.1 shows, the average number 
of scheduled hours was around 14 per 
week and was relatively constant until 
2020. After a dip during the pandemic, 
the number of hours increased to around 
15 and remained stable in recent years. 
In 2006 the difference between hours 
scheduled and hours attended was, on 
average, just over an hour. It has been 
steadily growing since 2015 and this gap 
widened particularly after the pandemic. 
In 2025 the average gap was 2.4 hours.
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Figure 6.1 Average weekly number of hours scheduled and 
attended, 2006 to 2025

Figure 6.2 Attendance gap (hours), 2006 to 2025
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Something to bear in mind is that the 
notion of ‘attendance’ might have 
changed after the pandemic. Students 
can now catch up on lectures online 
and there is less pressure to attend in 
person. At the same time, the proportion 
of students in term-time employment 
has increased and there has been a rise 
in commuter students. Both have the 
potential to affect students’ attendance 
and are explored in more detail below. 

A binary variable was defined to 
indicate the existence of an attendance 
gap, taking the value 0 if there 
was no attendance gap and 1 if an 
attendance gap existed (when the 
number of attended hours was less 
than scheduled hours). Overall, 59% 
of students did not experience an 
attendance gap, meaning they attended 
all their scheduled hours. However, 
this percentage varied and generally 

Figure 6.2 shows the actual gap between hours scheduled and attended. This 
attendance gap has been steadily growing since 2014 with a small dip in the 
pandemic year.
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declined over time: in 2006, 63% of 
students attended all scheduled classes, 
while by 2025, this had dropped to 48%.

Because the attendance gap is 
measured as an average across all 
students, the number of hours missed 
by the one-half of students (52%) who 
missed any teaching time in 2025 
is much higher – or just over double 
at five hours. This equals one-third 
of their average total timetabled 
teaching time of 15 hours per week. 

Several linear regression models 
were used to evaluate how student 
characteristics and circumstances 
affect attendance.14 None of the models 
resulted in a sufficiently good fit to 

suggest a large enough impact of said 
variables on attendance. However, 
a number of statistically significant 
differences were discovered that could 
still be of interest to policymakers 
and university staff concerned with 
the increasing attendance gap.

By subject

Most subjects follow a similar pattern 
over time to the one shown in Figure 6.2. 
One notable exception is Medicine and 
Dentistry students. Their attendance gap 
accelerated after the pandemic and in 
2024 they were missing on average more 
than three hours of class. This is almost 
16% of their scheduled contact time 
(Figure 6.3). It dropped slightly in 2025. 

Figure 6.3 Attendance gap (hours), Medicine and Dentistry students, 
2006 to 2025
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By students’ characteristics 
and circumstances

There are some noticeable differences 
between different ethnicities (Figure 
6.4). The graph shows the attendance 
gap for those paying international fees 
and those not paying international 
fees. Black and Asian UK students are 

statistically significantly more likely to 
have a larger attendance gap than 
their White counterparts.. The same 
cannot be said for international students, 
although they generally have higher 
attendance gaps regardless of ethnicity. 
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A range of other demographic 
characteristics and circumstances 
also play a part when it comes to the 
attendance gap. As Figure 6.5 shows, 
men are more likely to miss classes 
than women, as are those with a 

trans history or caring responsibilities 
compared to their counterparts. The 
largest gap of more than one hour 
can be seen between those who 
experienced care and their counterparts. 

Figure 6.4 Attendance gap (hours), by ethnicity and fee status, 
2012 to 2025

Figure 6.5 Attendance gap (hours) by sex (2006 to 2025), trans history  
(2021 to 2025), caring responsibilities or care experience (2023 to 2025)
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Both students with and without a 
known disability showed the same 
trend over time of an increasing 
attendance gap (not shown here). 
However, students with a disability are 
in general more likely to miss scheduled 

classes than their counterparts with 
no known disability. This is especially 
true for wheelchair users, those on a 
personal care support and those with 
mental health conditions (Figure 6.6). 

Figure 6.6 Attendance gap (hours), by disability, 2017 to 2025

Figure 6.7 Attendance gap (hours), mobility difficulties and personal 
care support plan students, 2017 to 2025
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While the numbers in the Survey are 
very small, around 100 students per 
year, those with mobility difficulties 
and those using personal care support 

were particularly prone to missing 
their classes during the pandemic 
(Figure 6.7). This trend runs counter 
to the overall survey population. 

Between 2019 and 2025, the proportion 
of students who do not work during 
term-time halved (Figure 6.8). In the 2025  
HEPI / Advance HE Student Academic 

Experience Survey, 68% of students 
were engaged in some form of 
paid work during term time.15 
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Figure 6.8 Hours worked in average week during term-time, 2019 to 2025

Figure 6.9 Hours worked in an average week term-time by fee status, 
2019 to 2025
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Students paying international fees are 
more likely to work during term-time than 
their UK counterparts. While international 
students are not allowed to work more 
than 20 hours per week under visa 
rules, Survey results suggest that more 
than 8% of international students work 
21 hours or more per week. This figure 
is also higher than for UK students 

(Figure 6.9). There are certain limitations 
in the way the data are defined, 
meaning there is some uncertainty. 
That said, the evidence suggests 
that at least some students paying 
international fees may be EU students 
with settled status, who are allowed to 
work more than 20 hours per week.
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While the attendance gap has grown 
over time for all students, it is larger for 
those in employment. This suggests that 
students who work during their studies, 

particularly those working  
20 hours or more, tend to miss more 
classes than students who do not 
undertake paid employment (Figure 6.10). 

There are two notable trends when 
it comes to employment and the 
attendance gap shown in Figure 6.10. 
Before the pandemic, students who did 
not work, those working between one 
and nine hours per week and those 
working between 10 and 19 hours a 
week had very similar attendance gaps. 
This suggests that working students 
fit their work around their scheduled 
classes. After the pandemic, all students 
who work, regardless of the number of 
hours, have larger attendance gaps 
than those who do not work. It is likely 
that the ability to catch up on lectures 
online gives working students more 
flexibility, but results in more missed 
classes. In 2025, those working missed 
on average 2.6 hours compared to 2.2 
hours missed by non-working students. 

The second trend is that those working 
20 hours or more saw a marked decline 
in missed classes in 2021. It may be that 
those working 20 hours or more were 
employed in jobs particularly affected by 
the pandemic (for example, in hospitality) 
and were potentially furloughed, allowing 
them to attend classes. Another possible 
explanation is that attendance in 2021 
could be well understood by students 
as online attendance, hence the 
attendance gap temporarily decreased. 

The link between term-time 
accommodation and commuting and 
skipped classes is somewhat less clear. 
In the past seven years, there has 
been a real shift in where students live 
during term time. In 2021, during the 
pandemic, a large proportion of students 
lived at home with their families (34%). 

Figure 6.10 Attendance gap (hours), by hours worked in an average 
week in term-time, 2012 to 2025
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Figure 6.11 Students by term-time accommodation type, 2019 to 2025

Figure 6.12 Distance to campus by accommodation type, 2019 to 2025
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After a temporary decrease in 2022, 
in 2025 37% of respondents lived at 
home. The proportion of students living 
in university halls of residence or in 
privately rented shared accommodation 
has been declining, most likely driven 

by the cost-of-living crisis (Figure 6.11). 
This shift in term-time accommodation 
is likely to increase the number of 
commuter students. As Figure 6.12 
shows, those living at home are more 
likely to be further away from campus. 
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There is no clear pattern of a relationship 
between distance travelled to campus 
and missed scheduled classes, especially 
among UK students (Figure 6.13). One 
possible explanation may be that if 
those living between 11 and 50 miles 

from campus are also more likely to 
live with family, they may also be more 
motivated to attend all scheduled 
classes. Alternatively, their attendance 
may be considered predominantly online, 
as they live so far away from campus. 

Figure 6.13 Attendance gap (hours), by distance travelled to campus 
and fee status, 2019 to 2025 
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What can we 
conclude after 
surveying 
students about 
their experience 
over 20 years?

7.
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Rose Stephenson, Director of  
Policy and Strategy, HEPI

The many changes seen in the 
student experience over the last 20 
years – including the reduction in 
part-time learners and expansion in 
full-time numbers, rising tuition fees, 
COVID-19, growing mental health 
challenges, the increasing presence 
of technology in students’ lives and 

the mainstream use of generative AI – 
demonstrate that the context for higher 
education has shifted significantly.

Yet the key findings from 20 years 
of research are perhaps surprisingly 
simple: a good student academic 
experience ultimately comes down 
to quality teaching, access to in-
person interaction with teachers 
and a strong sense of belonging.

What can we conclude after surveying students about their experience over 20 years?



Teaching quality

As the report explains:

Teaching quality is the single 
most important driver in 
student experience. Receiving 
good or very good value for 
money and a better than 
expected experience overall 
is inherently linked to good 
teaching. The most important 
aspects for students are 
helpful and supportive staff, 
clear explanations of course 
expectations, good course 
organisation and useful 
and timely feedback.
It is tempting to presume that maintaining 
what might traditionally be considered 
‘good quality teaching’ will be more 
challenging in a world where students 
are balancing study time with paid 
employment, where flexible delivery 
models have become the norm and AI 
is forcing all educators to rethink their 
approach. However, the evidence in 
this report demonstrates that good 
teaching is not dependent on student 
demographics, but on ensuring the key 
elements for good teaching are available 
to all. The most impactful ‘ingredients’ for 
quality teaching are teaching staff who:

•	 are helpful and supportive; 

•	 motivate students to do 
their best work; and 

•	 clearly explain course goals 
and requirements.

Additional elements that students 
consistently cite as being indicators 
of good or very good value for 
money in relation to their teaching 
experience are teaching staff who:

•	 help them to explore 
their own interests;

•	 use lectures / teaching 
groups to guide and support 
independent study; and

•	 regularly initiate debates 
and discussions. 

Twenty years of the HEPI / Advance HE 
Student Academic Experience Survey 
demonstrates that while teaching 
and assessment styles may adapt, 
ensuring teaching remains of the highest 
quality is integral to a positive student 
experience. The full impact of the 
large number of redundancies across 
the sector on teaching quality is yet 
to be seen and should be monitored 
through future iterations of the Survey. 

In-person contact with 
teaching staff

‘Too little in-person contact with 
teaching staff’ and ‘teaching staff not 
accessible’ were strong predictors of 
a ‘worse than expected experience’ 
across two logistic regression models. 
Similarly, having ‘a good level of in-person 
interaction with staff’ is a predictor of 
a ‘better than expected’ experience. 
The report goes on to outline the 
importance of in-person interactions 
with staff above online interactions:
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In-person interactions with 
teaching staff and with other 
students were the second 
and third most important 
factors affecting a ‘better 
than expected’ experience. 
Virtual / online interactions 
with other students were 
ranked fifth, above virtual 
/ online interactions with 
teaching staff – ranked eighth 
out of nine items that remain 
statistically significant. This 
result suggests that in-person 
contact is valued more by 
students and contributes more 
to the positive experience 
than online contact. 
The importance of in-person contact 
with teaching staff interlocks with the 
theme of belonging. Providers must think 
hard about how to curate community 
– especially given the complexities of 
community building in a post-COVID, 
social media-driven world – and how 
in-person teaching experiences can 
play an important part in this. 

A sense of belonging

After analysing 20 years’ worth of student 
experience data, the report concludes: 

A strong sense of belonging 
and an inclusive campus are 
nearly as vital to students 
as teaching quality … This 
shows that a student’s 
experience goes beyond 

course content: going to 
university is also about 
feeling part of a community. 
In a world of convenience and 
increasingly digital interactions, 
connection still matters – both with 
teaching staff and to help build a sense 
of belonging in the student community. 
Students recognise this, but can they 
make the most of these opportunities? 
With a growing number of students 
living at home with family (and therefore 
facing longer commutes), balancing 
paid work and caring responsibilities, 
and being more likely to experience 
mental health challenges than previous 
cohorts, the student experience is 
changing. Providing these opportunities 
in a way that is encouraging, accessible 
and sensitive to these shifts is key. This 
report suggests that failure to do so 
may have an impact on how the higher 
education experience is perceived:

There are some signs that university life 
has become more about employment 
and less about education. The most 
recent Survey (2025) shows a slight 
drop in both perceived value for 
money and general satisfaction, which 
may point to the negative effects of 
financial stress in the higher education 
sector. This trend should be monitored 
in future iterations of the Survey.

What does this mean for 
the next 20 years of the 
student experience?

The future of the UK’s higher education 
sector feels uncertain. The value of a 
degree is being questioned, there is 

What can we conclude after surveying students about their experience over 20 years?



significant disquiet with the student loans 
system and political support for the 
sector feels fragile. The student body is 
also changing, with more students living 
at home with family than in flats with 
others or halls of residence. Students 
are working increasingly long hours in 
paid employment and the attendance 
gap is slowly increasing. The learning 
process itself is being reshaped, and the 
widespread use of AI raises fundamental 
questions about how students learn and 
how institutions assess that learning.16 

Against this backdrop, the sector’s 
core questions are becoming sharper 
rather than more complex. What does 
high-quality teaching look like in an 
era of flexibility, financial pressure 
and technological disruption? And 
how can universities foster meaningful 
human connection and a sense 

of belonging in an increasingly 
fragmented student experience?

While the context of higher education 
will continue to evolve, the foundations 
of a strong student experience remain 
remarkably consistent. High-quality 
teaching, in-person interactions and 
a strong sense of belonging are not 
only enduring principles – they are the 
anchors that will enable the sector 
to navigate the challenges ahead.

If the past two decades have shown 
us anything, it is that, while higher 
education may change rapidly, what 
students need to succeed changes more 
slowly. The task for the next 20 years is 
not to reinvent the student experience, 
but to protect and strengthen these 
core elements in a more complex 
and demanding environment.
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