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% 4 #1 The Relevance of Graduate Surveys for
the Management of Higher Education Management

Kerstin Janson
(INCHER, University of Kassel)

Since the introduction of Bachelor and Master programs, accreditation and re-accredition are part of
the daily life of German Higher Education Institutions. As part of the re-accreditation of a study
program, the higher education institution must not only document the employability of its graduates
based on empirical data but should also clarify how this data was used for further development and
improvement of the study program. Based on this demand, the interest for and the conduction of
graduate surveys has increased massively in Germany. The focus of this presentation will be how
this requirement for graduate surveys is fulfilled by the universities in Germany. It will be shown
how the graduate surveys were implemented in the higher education management structure regarding
hierarchy, function (department) and resources. Secondly, the information about and publication of
the data inside and outside the institution will be illustrated. Finally, the use of the graduate surveys
will be discussed. Were there any consequences, changes or decisions based on the data? Who was

informed about the results? Who discussed the results and finally, who got the data?

The paper data is based on around 40 higher education institutions which are taking part in the
“Cooperation project Graduate Surveys” (Kooperationsprojekt Absolventenstudien) initiated and led
by the INCHER-Kassel in 2008/2009. 48 Higher Education Institutions took part in the survey of the
graduates of 2007. To analyses the above described research question, two written surveys were
conducted before and after the field phase in which each project coordinator described the
implementation, information and use of the graduate survey project in their respective institution.
Additionally, six in-depth case studies at selected institutions were conducted. The data was
collected as part of a dissertation project with the title “The relevance of Graduate Surveys for the
Institutional Development of Higher Education Institutions”. In detail the empirical basis consisted

of the following steps:

e June 2008: Questionnaire survey of KOAB project partners before the field phase

e Sept. 2009: Questionnaire survey of KOAB project partners after data analysis

e 2010: Analysis of Project homepages of the participating Higher Education Institutions
(including the published reports)

e August/Sept. 2010: Interviews with six Projektpartnerns

e Since Jan. 2012: Six Case Studies based on interviews, document analysis and single shorter

telephone interviews

Graduate surveys have a unique feature as they collect information of those who have completed the
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whole study program and know the institution from inside. Data is collected which cannot be get
from another source. In US-American publication this feature is described as alumni advantage:
Alumni are the only constituency that can determine if curricular or program changes have the
ability to weather the test of time. [...] (they) can provide longitudinal information that is difficult to
get anyplace else". (Shoemaker 1999: 86). Due to the former student status, graduate surveys are one
of the most accepted instruments of quality assurance. The INCHER-Lessi survey of Higher
Education teaching staff comes to the result that 70 % of academic staff in Germany like regular
graduate surveys (answer “reasonable”; only 10 % answered “not reasonable”). Other surveys
(Kaufmann 2009, Nickel 2007) confirm that graduate surveys are the most accepted instrument of

quality assurance among teaching staff.

The potential of graduate surveys in comparison to higher education and labor market statistics lies
in the combination of objective and subjective data. In addition to the purely "quantitative" criteria
of professional success (income, position, employment, etc.), they also collect data on individual
satisfaction and motivation. Furthermore, graduate surveys can trace individual study paths,
motivation for study choices as well as the transition to work and the professional career.
Self-assessments of graduates allow statements about the use of knowledge acquired during their
studies, their match with the requirements of the job and about the adequacy of the employment.
Furthermore, the respondents can retrospectively assess the conditions in their course of studies and
at their higher education institution. Thus, with the help of the graduate surveys not only information
about a big number of topics can be gained, but it can also be causally linked in the analysis:
individual study requirements ("input"), characteristics of the resource / study conditions and
processes of teaching and study ("process"), competence development ("output") and transition from
higher education institution to work and professional success ("outcome"). What makes graduate
surveys special regarding the assessment of higher education performance is that they not only
measure output and outcome, but also contribute to explain it and therefore make a long- term

outcome-oriented assessment of higher education performance possible.

The gained information provides the higher education institutions with various possible usages for
higher education development and for improving their service offers. Thus graduate surveys allow
for nominal actual comparison in the area of study course development and evaluation. In this
context the question is whether professional work tasks and competency assessment of graduates

match with their respective expectation and study goals.

e The information offers the Career Service and the study counseling insights about study and
professional careers that they can pass on to the students like successful application strategies or
the kind of competencies which are required by the employers. If necessary, based on the
results, the offers for acquiring key and further qualifications can be extended. Additionally, the

retrospective evaluation of offered services can be used for strength and weaknesses analysis
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and further development of the service offer.

e One of the main focus of graduate surveys is to reflect about the curriculum. The relationship of
graduates” employment and work task gives hints about the relevance of the curriculum. Also,
the graduates” retrospective assessment about study provisions is a valuable information as the
graduates judge out of their current situation on the job. The feedback from graduates should be
taken into account for the future development of the disciplines and the competences of the
university teachers are also important viewpoints (Schomburg 2005).

e In quality assurance systems and quality management, the data can be used to formulate
indicators. Graduate surveys deliver indicators not only about the output but also the structural
and process quality (Armold 2003). The currently developed quality management systems
nearly all rely on graduate surveys as survey instrument (e.g. Nickel 2007).

¢ Alumni service: In the USA graduate surveys are one of the main instruments to predict future
donators in the area of fundraising. In Germany, the focus is mere on establishing contact to the
graduates and to inform about existing alumni activities. Additionally, possible future alumni
activities can be evaluated (market research). Also, the knowledge about existing alumni
activities as well as their assessment can be part of a graduate survey.

e In the area of student marketing the surveyed information can be used to present successful
graduates (testimonials) and to inform prospective students about future careers, the evaluation
of study provisions and conditions. In the marketing of further education, graduate surveys
establish the first contact, and can be used to explore the need for further education programmes.
Graduates with longer work experience may also be asked if they are interested to work as
teacher.

The implementation of the graduate survey gives a hint about the main purpose of utilization of the
graduate data. In the survey the Higher Education Institutions were asked why they participated in

the cooperation project. The following graph gives an overview about the responses:
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Figure 1 Motivation to paricipate in the Cooperation project (in percent, multiple response)

Career Center Services 9
Higher Education Marketing 13
Alumni Services 28
Internal evalution of BA/MA... 38

Continuing already existing... 39

General interest in graduate... 59
| |
Upcoming Re-accreditation 69
| | |
Developing/Improvement of QM... 84

0 20 40 60 80 100

Question A6: In which extent had the following aspects an influence on your decision to participate in the graduate survey
project? Answers 1 and 2 on a 5-point scale from 1 = ,in a very high extent to 5 = ,Not at all N= 34

This result confirms the place of implementation inside the institution. In the majority the Graduate
Survey is placed in the area of Quality Management/Assurance. Graduate surveys are a central
instrument of the higher education leadership. In most cases the graduate survey is placed relatively
high in hierarchy close to the president or rector. Even so, the project recommendation of the
INCHER-Kassel is to equip the project at least with a 50 percent full time equivalent, most
institutions state in their responses inadequate resources. The average institution has personal
resources of 25 percent FTE for conducting the graduate survey in contrast to the recommended 50
percent. Still, a comparison between the first and the second survey leads to the conclusion that the
resources seem to improve slightly over project time. Probably, the massive workload got recognized
and the complaints of overwork were accepted. As there are only a few and still young Higher
Education Management and Research study programmes, the staff responsible for the survey has no

specific background. Mostly, they came from sociology or economics.

The second research question deals with the dissemination of the graduate survey results. How were
the results communicated inside and outside the institution? The done and planned dissemination
was content of the second survey, which took place around 5 to 8 months after data delivery to the
membership institutions. As it turned out, this was too early for an assessment of the dissemination
strategy. Many Higher Education institutions had not yet started or were only in the beginning of the
dissemination process. One could sum up that the slow dissemination of results add to the slowiness
of graduate surveys itself. Overall, no innovative approach of dissemination could be observed. Most
project coordinators did or planned presentations parallel or as supplement to written reports. The
concentration lied on general, university-wide reports, around 50% did also faculty specific analysis,
but target-group, degree-specific or problem specific reports were very rare. The dissemination

strategy underlines the centrality of the project. The first presentations and reports were normally
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directed toward the leadership of Higher Education. Students were rarely addresses and graduates
were only informed comparable late about the results. Based on the six case studies it can be
concluded that there are two approaches: A central and a decentral approach. In the central approach,
the university-wide report is the primary focus whereas in the decentral approach, the faculty reports
are written first and a university-wide report is only secondary priority or not planned at all. Striking,
was the lack of a systematic online linking of the project. In all six Higher Education Institutions
which were observed in the case studies, the result reports were only downloadable on the project
homepage. There was no linking to the career service homepage or information for prospective
students. On the contrary, it could be found information and links to graduate surveys conducted on
national level or by other institutions in order to give students information about future job prospects

without knowledge about the survey conducted at the own institution.

The utilization of results could only be analyzed on basis of the six cases studies, as the written
survey was too early for any information about utilization. In general, the findings about utilization
were rather disappointing. So far no instrumental use could be reported, that means no decisions or
actions were taken on basis of the results. The reported usages were mostly on central level like
accreditation, external demands for data, external information like annual report. On the
departmental level utilization was only observed very randomly, mostly in cases of
professional-oriented faculties as well as faculties in reform-process. The project coordinators
confirmed these results by complaining about the lack of interests of faculty-side. Also, in the
student services (career service, student counseling, alumni service) nearly no utilization was found.
The student counseling and alumni services showed no interest, whereas career services showed
interest and planned utilization in only two cases. Additionally, data protection regulations, which
give the faculty the 1 data sovereignty, hinders utilization inside of central student services. So, a

conflict between a decentral approach and central utilization could be observed.
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can provide longitudinal information that is difficult to
get anyplace else". (Shoemaker 1999: S. 86)“
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Empirical Research

Kerstin Janson: Graduate Surveys around the World

o

Year of 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010

Graduation (WS 05 + S5 06) (WS 06 + 55 07) (WS07+5508) | (WS08+S509) | (WS 09+SS10)

Financed by HEI + BMBF HEI + BMBF HEI HEI HEI

Time period Dec. 2007 - Oct. 2008 - Jan. || Oct. 2009 - Oct. 2010 - Oct. 2011 —
March 2008 2009 Jan. 2010 Feb. 2011 Feb. 2012

::Imber of project 9 48 46 49 45

Number of

graduates 15.200 86.800 76.000 92.000 87.000

contacted

Number of

graduates reached 12.800 75.000 70.000 83.000 83.000

Responses 6.300 37.500 } 32.483 38.000 38.000

Response rate 49% 50% / 50% 48% 45%

Kerstin Janson: Graduate Surveys around the World

M June 2008: Questionnaire survey of KOAB project partners
before the field phase

M Sept. 2009: Questionnaire survey of KOAB project partners
after data analysis

W 2010: Analysis of Project homepages of the participating
HEI (including the published reports)

MW August/Sept. 2010: Interviews with 6 Projektpartnerns

M Since Jan. 2012: 6 Case Studies based on the 6 interviews,
document analysis and single shorter telephone interviews

Research Questions to be presented

Reasons/Motivation for Project Participation

Janson: Graduate Surveys and HE Management

M How are the Graduate Surveys implemented in the
Higher Education Institution?

W How are the Results disseminated?
EHow and of whom are the results used?

Janson: Graduate Surveys and HE Management

(jg07w1) (in %; multiple reply)

Career Center Services - 9

Higher Education Marketing -
Alumni Services
Internal evalution of BA/MA reform
Continuing already existing tracer...

General interest in graduate careers

Upcoming Re-accreditation

Developing/Improvement of QM...
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Question A6: In which extent had the following aspects an influence on your decision to participate in the
graduate survey project? Answers 1 and 2 on a 5-point scale from 1 = ,,in a very high extent” to 5 = ,Not at
allN=34

Results: Graduate Surveys are implemented on

I
N

Staff Resources (in FTE) for the Graduate Survey at

Janson: Graduate Surveys and HE Management

central level as part of Quality Assurance

M In the majority the Graduate Survey is placed in the
area of Quality Management/Assurance (70 Percent)

M In the majority the Graduate Survey is placed relatively
high in hierarchy — central instrument

W Often inadequate ressources (25% of FTE in contrast to
recommended 50%)

W Ressources seem too improve slighlty over project time
W Staff has no specific background (sociology, economics)

Janson: Graduate Surveys and HE Management

the beginning and end of the Project

Tl mT2

up to 10%

10.1%to 25.1%to 50,1%to 75,1%to 100,1%to 150,1% to
25% 50% 75% 100% 150% 200%
Staff Resources in percent of FTE
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Janson: Graduate Surveys and HE Management

Number, Content and Kind of Dissemination

B Mostly (>50%) Presentations; one third written
reports (ca. 5% oral reports)

B Concentration on general, university-wide
reports, around 50% did also faculty specific
analysis, but target-group, degree-specific or
problem specific reports are very rare

B Two approaches: central vs. decentral

M No systematic online linking — report download
only on the projekt homepage

=
H

Janson: Graduate Surveys and HE Management
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(Multiple reply)

Teaching staff, university staff
Study program administration

Working Group Graduate Survey
Commission for a spec. Study...
University council

Teaching evaluation

Other

Public, Internet

Comission Study and Teaching
Senat

Deans

Faculties/Study programs

HEI leadership

Central
instrument,
central
dissemination

10 Numbép of HEI 20 25 30

C1: Please describe with the help of the following table, to WHOM you reported/or you are going to report at WHAT
time at in WHICH form and LENGTH?

Example for a Markting oriented presentation
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Janson: Graduate Surveys and HE Management

Put the information on one page - Flyer of the
University of Freiburg directed to survey participants

Cualitat der Lehre Zufriedenheit mit dem Studium

Explain your tables!
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versitdt Osnabrick
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Janson: Graduate Surveys and HE Management

Utilization of Graduate Survey Results
(based on the six case studies)

M No report about instrumental use — no decions or actions were
taken on basis of the results

W Mostly on central level (accreditation, external demands for
data, external information like annual report)

M Only randomly utilization on the departmental level (lack of
interest, only in professional oriented subjects)

M Nearly no utilization in the student services (only career
services were interested in the data)

M General very low interest in/knowledge about the data

W Data protection regulations hinders utilization inside of central
services

M No systematic online linking to the results




Thank you for your attention!
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