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S 587 Graduate Surveys around the World and the Case of Cooperation in

Germany

Kerstin Janson(INCHER- University of Kassel)

The character and purpose of graduate surveys have changed substantively in the last ten years. Up
to the beginning of the new millennium, graduate surveys were mostly an instrument of sociological
or higher education research. The classical model of graduate survey is that a research institute
conducts the survey centrally, using the Higher Education institutions as media to contact the
graduates and to collect the returned questionnaires. Graduate Surveys conducted by and on the level
of a single Higher Education were randomly up to the new millennium. Regular institution-wide
Graduate Surveys could only be found at US-American Higher Education Institutions.

The increasing demands towards legitimization and justification as well as the growing
managerialism of Higher Education in the last 10 years had an impact on the character and purpose
of graduate surveys. They are no longer an instrument of social science research but rather an
instrument of external legitimization and internal Quality Assurance. The European Association for
Quality Assurance in Higher Education formulates in its Standards and Guidelines for Quality
Assurance 2005: “Institutions should ensure that they collect, analyse and use relevant information
for the effective management of their programmes of study and other activities”, in particular
“student progression and success rates, employability of graduates, students’ satisfaction with their
programmes* (ENQA 2005:18). In reaction to these new external demands and the growing quality
awareness inside of Higher Education Institutions a new model of Graduate Surveys emerges.
Graduate Surveys are conducted in responsibility of the Higher Education institution. Instead of a
representative sample all graduates of the institution are surveyed and the data is analysed on
institutional and departmental level.

Higher Education Institutions around the world have reacted differently to the demand of conducting
tracer surveys on institutional level. Four different approaches shall be exemplary presented here, of
which the last one shall be described in depth:

B Tracer Studies as Multifunctional Approach— the Case of the Netherlands
B Tracer Studies in Cooperation with the Labour Market — the Case of Italy
B Tracer Studies as Indicator for Study Quality in Rankings — the Case of Australia

B Tracer Studies conducted in Cooperation — the Case of Germany and Indonesia

Tracer Studies as Multifunctional Approach— the Case of the Netherlands

The Netherlands have a centralized approach. Since 1998 the graduates of all thirteen Dutch
Universities are surveyed approximately 1.5 years after graduation. Each university is responsible to
contact its graduates and to collect the data according to nationally specified guidelines. Up to 2008
the Research Centre for Education and the Labour Market (ROA) at the University of Maastricht
coordinated the survey, since 2009 the Association of Universities in the Netherlands (VSNU) is the
coordinating unit. A standard questionnaire — specified by VSNU - is used, but each university can
add individual questions.
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The WO-Monitor (WO is short for wetenschappelijk onderwijs or university education) was
designed to serve a range of purposes on national and institutional level:

Quality assurance (and increasingly accreditation)

Alumni-tracking

National monitoring of transition from higher education to work

Study choice information for school-leavers (both at national and institution level)

Input for labour market forecasting

Scientific and policy analyses

Universities can use the results of the WO-Monitor for internal and external information purposes,
for alumni policy, and for quality assurance. The universities receive a confidential report with
detailed results per field of study. The results for the own university are compared with national

results per field of study. The results for the own university are compared with national results for
the same field of study, so that universities can easily determine the position of their own study
programmes compared to the national average (ROA 2005).

Governments, public employment services, trade unions, employers' organisations, professional
associations and sector organisations can use the national results to asssist them in their education
and labour market policymaking. The VSNU publishes a national report every two years, in which
the labour market situation of Dutch university graduates is analysed. In addition, detailed results by
field of study can be found on the VSNU website (ROA 2005).

Tracer Studies in Cooperation with the Labour Market — the Italian Approach:

In Italy the AlmaLaurea Consortium of Universities uses an approach which is characterized by a
strong cooperation with the Business Sector. AlmaLaurea was founded in 1994 which is supported
by the Ministry of Education, Universities and Research. 2011 the Consortium had 62 member
Universities and covered around 76 percent of all Italian graduates. The AlmaLaurea system serves
two purposes. On the one hand it contributes to the assessment of Italian Universities and on the
other hand it fosters the transition of graduates to the labour market by offering an online job board
for employers. At the time of graduation the graduates are asked to register in the online database
and to participate in the survey. The graduates” answers are not anonymous but will be supplemented
by university information about entrance mark, final grade, study length and age. The graduate is
then asked if his or her online profile shall be public for employers. The Almalaurea database
contains around 1.5 million graduate profiles which are regularly updated. On the one hand by the
graduates themselves and on the other hand by regular follow-up surveys around 1, 3 and 5 years
after graduation. The follow-up surveys are either conducted by phone or by web (Camelli et. al.).

The AlmaLaurea survey is partly financed by the fee, employers pay for membership and access to
the database. AlmaLaure itself uses this enormous database for research and public reports. Results
can be easily retrieved online by a variety of possible break options, which enables a comparison of
institutions and departments. A third indirect function is, thus, a ranking of Italian institutions and
faculties.

Each participating institutions receives a database to use for internal quality assurance. Additionally,
each university gets two annual reports and can book additional services like marketing activities for
its further education programmes.l

! Further information: http://www.almalaurea.it/en
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Tracer Studies as Indicator for Study Quality in Rankings — the Case of Australia

In Australia the Results of two questionnaires are summarized and published in “The Good
Universities Guide”. This publication with the intention of giving orientation to student beginners
includes the following information which are collected by graduates surveys:

e Overall satisfaction
e Retrospective evaluation of teaching quality
e Subjektive Evaluation of acquisition of generic skills

e Proportion of job-seeking graduates who were successful in getting full-time employment
within four months of graduation

e Average starting salary for new graduates aged 25 and under

e Sector and location of first employment (public sector, private practice, private industry,
overseas)

e  Proportion of graduates who went on to further study at this or another institution.
Each result is put into relation towards all other covered Higher Education Institutions by giving one
to five stars for each category which reflects the ranking in comparison to the overall results in each
category. No absolute values like the average income are included.” Furthermore, it shall be
mentioned, that the Universities give the names of prior graduates with an outstanding career in their
self-reports, which are also included in the Good University Guide.’

Besides ranking, the Good Universities Guide focuses on student information. For each study field
relevant informations are summarized, like in the following example for dentistry:

"Industry reports show that shortages in the dental workforce are felt most acutely in the public
system, so it is heartening to see that a quarter of dentistry graduates begin in the public sector.
Around 60 per cent enter private practice. Despite excellent job prospects and the highest starting
salaries of any field (378,268), many recent dentistry graduates were unimpressed with their course
experience, reporting low levels of satisfaction with teaching quality, skill development and the
course overall. That said, the situation does vary from state to state and from institution to
institution.”

Tracer Studies conducted in Cooperation — the Case of Germany

In the cooperation approach Higher Education Institutions are working together in conducting
graduate surveys. By doing this, each institution profits by the experience and expertise of the other
participating institutions and a common core questionnaire allows to benchmark the individual
results. Normally, a research institute is the central coordinator in such projects and supports the
institutions with its expertise. The International Centre for Higher Education Research in Kassel,
Germany (INCHER-Kassel) has created such a cooperation approach in 2006 and has since advised
and supported similar initiatives in Romania and Indonesia.

In June 2007, for the first time INCHER-Kassel gave an invitation of participation in the cooperation
project graduate surveys, which deals with the introduction of regular graduate surveys close to

* An exemption is the presentation of study programs in comparison; here the average income is stated.

3 Further Information: http://www.thegoodguides.com.au
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decision-making at German higher education institutions. The project was initially planned for two
or three years (pilot phase), but has since evolved into a long-term cooperation. So far, about 80
German higher education institutions have participated in the project.

In the pilot phase of the project in the winter semester 2007/08 nine higher education institutions
conducted graduate surveys. A total of 15,200 graduates of the 2006 cohort were contacted. The first
large-scale survey was conducted in the winter semester 2008/09, in which 47 higher education
institutions participated. In the winter semester 2011/12 the fifth survey took place: 45 institutions
participated, 83.000 graduates were contacted and 38.000 graduates responded to the questionnaire.
The experiences from previous surveys are very positive: The response rates were 49 % and 50 %,
respectively, far above the response rates of comparable studies. The sixth survey is currently
running. For the first time, all Higher Education institutions of a whole federal state (North Rhine-
Westphalia) and single Austrians institutions take part in the project. This means that 170.000
graduates are invited by their former higher education institution to participate in the survey.

To ensure that the results of graduate surveys at the individual higher education institutions are
comparable, all participating institutions use a commonly developed standardized core questionnaire.
In addition, the institutions can choose from a set of standardized additional questions (so-called
"optional questions"). Core questions, optional questions and self-developed, institution-specific
questions form the individual questionnaire of each higher education institution the cooperation
project. As an additional option to the core questionnaire, the participating institutions developed
specific questionnaires for highly state regulated subjects like medicine, teacher studies and law.
Additionally, there is a specific questionnaire for PhD graduates.

The invitation to participate in the graduate survey is sent through mail or e-mail by the institution -
INCHER-Kassel receives no addresses of graduates from the participating institutions. Each
institution checks itself the quality of the available addresses and updates them. Three reminder
actions are intended.

The graduate surveys are usually conducted as online surveys. INCHER-Kassel runs these online
surveys for each of the participating institutions on a server in the University of Kassel. In addition
to the online survey the graduates have the opportunity to participate in the survey using a paper
questionnaire. INCHER-Kassel provides the higher education institutions with a print-ready layout
of the questionnaire and takes over the data collection of the paper questionnaires. In addition to the
data acquisition INCHER-Kassel acquires the plausibility check of the data and data cleaning.

After completion of the data correction, coding and analysis INCHER-Kassel will compile a table
report for each higher education institution with basic frequency analyses of the results and further
special analyses (individual table report). It includes all individual results sorted by relevant groups
(field of study and/or groups of field of study, gender, employment status, etc.). Additionally, a
complete table report with cross-institutional overall results (overall table report) which includes the
basic frequency analysis of all results and further special analyses, sorted by relevant groups (field of
study and/or groups of field of study, gender, employment status, etc.). Each higher education
institution will receive this overall table reports and can compare it to the results of their own
graduate surveys.

The Member institutions are accompanied in each step of the survey. For each project cohort four
workshops and one national conference are organized by INCHER-Kassel. The following overview
gives an impression of the tasks and steps in each project phase. In brackets the respective workshop
is listed:
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® Phase 1: starting phase (from January to May of the first year)
The higher education institutions decide whether to participate in the KOAB-graduate
survey. (Kick-off workshop, national conference)

® Phase 2: Preparation of the survey (June to September of the first year)
The already existing, standardized set of core and additional questions will be evaluated and
modified or extended, if necessary. Together with the higher education institutions
individualized questionnaires will be developed and implemented as online and, if necessary,
as paper questionnaires. Meanwhile, in the higher education institutions, address databases
will be compiled and existing addresses will be validated and updated. Shortly before the
start of the graduate surveys, the experience with the preparation of the survey will be
exchanged and it will be discussed in particular, how a high response rate can be achieved.
(Questionnaire development workshop, Fieldphase preparation workshop, optional SPSS
training for beginners)

®  Phase 3: Conduction of the survey (October first year to February second year )
Each higher education institution conducts the survey independently. The online surveys are
usually programmed and administered by INCHER-Kassel. Through continuous address
updates and at least three reminders, a response rate of at least 50% should be achieved.

®  Phase 4: Data preparation and feedback (December first year to April second year)
In late December the higher education institutions will receive interim results of their online
surveys. In March / April, the data will have the final control and correction. In spring, the
higher education institutions will receive the table reports of their survey results as well as a
CD with the data of their graduate survey. (Data editing, coding and correction workshop)

o Phase 5: In-depth analysis and reports (May to December of the second year)
Table analyses of the complete date set will be compiled by degree, type of higher education
institution, field of study and gender. At the same time workshops on data interpretation and
reporting will take place. (Advanced methods of data analysis)

Additionally, ad hoc workshops about special topics like development of Drop-Out surveys; student
surveys; new modules of questions are offered. Follow-up surveys 5 years after graduation
complement since 2010 the options offered in the cooperation project.

Independent of the approach the question of effectiveness of the surveys is the utilization of the
research results. Graduate surveys on institutional level have a practical research orientation and a
wide potential to contribute to the quality development of study programs, student services and
strategic planning of the higher education institution. If the results of the graduate surveys are not
recognized, reports are not read and results are not discussed; graduate surveys cannot reach their
full potential.

Literature:

Camelli, Andrea et. al. (2011): Mixed Outcomes of the Bologna Process in Italy. Schomburg, Harald/Teichler, Ulrich
(eds.): Employability and Mobility of Bachelor Graduates in Europe. Key Results of the Bologna Process. Sense
Publishers, Rotterdam, S. 143-171.

n.N. (2005): The Good Universities Guide. Hobsons Australia, Melbourne (Australien).

Description of the Cooperation Project (KOAB) are taken from the following URL: http://koab.uni-
kassel.de/en/koab.html

n.N. (2005): The Good Universities Guide. Hobsons Australia, Melbourne (Australien).

ROA (2005): http://www.roa.unimaas.nl/sis/WOMonitor/oud_WOalgemeen_engels.htm.
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Graduate Surveys as Instrument of Quality

Assurance

Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance
(ENQA 2005):

“Institutions should ensure that they collect, analyse
and use relevant information for the effective
management of their programmes of study and other
activities”, in particular “student progression and
success rates; employability of graduates; students’
satisfaction with their programmes“ (p. 18).
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New type — institutional graduate surveys in a

network approach
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results)
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Different Approaches to conduct Graduate Surveys

W Tracer Studies as Multifunctional Approach— the
Case of the Netherlands

B Tracer Studies in Cooperation with the Labour
Market — the Case of Italy

W Tracer Studies as Indicator for Study Quality in
Rankings — the Case of Australia

W Tracer Studies conducted in Cooperation — the Case
of Germany and Indonesia

Kerstin Janson: Graduate Surveys around the World
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The Challenges of European

ALMA LAUREA: Online Request for Survey Results
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ALMA LAUREA: Online Result Presentation
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Germany: The New Type of Graduate Surveys:

the Network Approach (KOAB)

2012: About 80
institutions of HE
in Germany are
cooperating in
conducting regular
tracer studies

klolals

=
N

Kerstin Janson: Graduate Surveys around the World

KOAB: Universities are Partners
in a Joint Research Project

M Joint research

= Universities and INCHER-Kassel are developing the core
questionnaire and the methodology together

= Every university has an own questionnaire

m Every university is publishing the results of the own tracer study
M Service

m Central data processing by INCHER — joint data base

= Every university gets customized tables reports (about 500 pages)

® Benchmarking according the needs of the universities — no ranking
W Workshops

® INCHER provides training for university staff

= 4 workshops per year

= 1 conference per year




Organisation of KOAB at University Level

=
w

Adapted Questionnaires

=
B

University Three Types of Questions:
INCHER Froject; University B Core questions
UEEIT Coore |cadeq = No changes by single HEI possible
[ | M Optional questions
Project Project e e m Ready made modules (e.g. self-employment, international

mobility)
W Special/individual questions
= |nstitutional level
= Faculty level
m Study program level
= Sector level

Coordinator Coordinator

Career, Alumni,
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The Training Concept

=
(9]

The KOAB-Approach: 10 Key Methodological Aspects

=
()]

March first year: Kick-off workshop

March first year: National conference

May first year: SPSS training for beginners

May first year: Questionnaire development workshop
September first year: Field phase preparation workshop

March second year: Data editing, coding and correction
workshop

March second year: National conference
June second year: Advanced methods of data analysis

Ad hoc workshops: Special topics like development of
Drop-Out surveys; student surveys; new modules of
questions

Network approach, cooperation

Training for network members

Team of about 100 researchers in Germany
Multipurpose surveys (broad scope; about 500 variables)
Regularity: Every year one cohort

1
2
3
4
5.
6. Panel: 1.5 year after graduation + 4.5 years after
graduation

7

8

9.

1

Generation survey: all kind of degrees (BA + MA + PhD)
Census: all graduates, no sampling
Standardized online + paper questionnaire

0. Every university has an own questionnaire

WoON UhkhwWNE
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More Information about KOAB
http://koab.uni-kassel.de/

KOOPERATIONSPROJEKT ABSOLVENTENSTUDIEN
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National Graduate Surveys in Germany
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Graduation Cohorts 2005 — 2013 (HIS and KOAB)
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National Graduate Surveys in Germany — Graduation Cohorts




Members of the KOAB-Team
(Workshop in Kassel March 2011)

More Information about KOAB: http://koab.uni-kassel.de/
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