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The crucial role Higher Education plays in fulfilling the demands of national and
European policy towards a more high-educated and academic skilled work force
justifies a strong focus on quality and effectiveness of higher education.
In Figure 1 the basic factor clusters included in the research line on higher
education are presented: Transition from secondary to higher education,
Interactive engagement, ICT in higher education, Internationalization in Higher
Education and the role of Institutional contexts in higher education.

Five interrelated research topics are distinguished:

1. Transition from secondary to higher education: the first year experience
The focus in this research theme is on transition issues from secondary to higher
education (the first-year experience). Transition from high school to university is
a major event in a student’s lifespan. Not only the new responsibilities a student
face, like living away from home, less support from the direct family environment
and being responsible for their own finances may create difficulties or cause
stress, also the new culture in the academic environment to which a student has
to adjust, may lead to study delay or dropout. Adjustment is one of the major
issues for first-year students. Is this a problem that has to be solved by the
higher education teachers and programme developers? Or what can teachers in
upper-secondary education do to stimulate students to develop their talents and
to improve their skills necessary for a successful start in higher education?
The first-year experience has been and is still an important issue in higher
education research. In our programme we approach this from both sides, high
school as well as the first year in higher education. Research relates to student
characteristics, motivation and emotions, teacher characteristics and the
learning environment.
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PhD projects
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2. Interactive engagement: the role of lecturer-student interaction,
learning environment and curriculum organization in student careers.
We observe strong indications that small-scale, intensive education aiming at
enlarging (self-) study time is successful in qualitative (level of interaction, motivation)
and quantitative (ects) terms. Small-scale teaching like a.o. problem-based learning,
thematic learning, project-steered education, learning communities, excellence
programs (e.g. honours and university colleges) show successes. Especially when
combined with sequential blockwise education with a limited number of parallelprogrammed subjects it seems to increase student careers.
In this research line we prefer to follow students through their educational career,
from secondary to higher education, from (professional) bachelor to master
programmes and into the labour market. The focus is on three major factor clusters
that presumably will play a crucial role in explaining successful careers: the
students themselves, their lecturers and the curriculum.
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The objective will be to determine what (small-scale) variants of teaching in
combination with which specific organizational arrangements will be most successful
in terms of interactive engagement, student motivation and study success. Special
attention will be given to the role of teacher characteristics and skills.
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3. ICT in higher education: the impact of virtual learning environments,
technologically-enhanced teaching methods, online-learning on
teacher roles and student performance.
This research line aims to set-up studies that contribute to answering the question
regarding the existence of significant and relevant effects on student outcomes of
the current use of technology in education. There is a clear link with the previous
research line in that we suggest that technology encourages interactive
engagement inside and outside the classroom, and interactive engagement will
improve students’ learning.
Several studies have looked globally into interactive engagement methods,
enhanced with educational technologies such as clickers, learning management
systems and the web (among others). Our basic assumption, though, is that not
technology as such but the combination of technology, pedagogy and content
knowledge makes these methods effective. From this perspective we will study
several e-learning options and look into the effects of online-learning modes like
rapidly developing MOOCs. It will be relevant to study current developments in
MOOCs and the way this development has an impact on teaching skills and
professional development in higher education.
We will also aim at the
development of (research) instruments – to be used within the MOOCs by the
participants – to observe the quality of teaching in the higher education setting
(I-CALT in HE).
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4. The role of institutional contexts in higher education: the impact of
leadership and governance, ‘freedom of choice’, faculty/university
policies, quality assurance arrangements and ranking systems on the
quality of education.
Teaching and learning takes place in a multi-level context: students work and study
together in groups under supervision of university teachers and professors. These
student groups and their lecturers function within the context of a faculty and
university. Characteristics of faculties and higher education institutes will have an
impact on student and teacher performance. ‘Institutional context’ has come to
play an important role in the explanation of differences in ‘effectiveness’ between
higher education institutes. At its centre are a nexus of inter-cutting relationships
pertaining to the financial bases on which they are founded (private/public),
leadership and governance structures, the quality of networks and their position in
these networks (ranking), the extent of ‘freedom of choice’ available for students
(access and programmatic choices within university) as well as variations in
decision-making and the ‘locus of control’ in different countries. Any or all of these
factors are viewed as relevant to the functioning of particular educational systems
and higher education institutes.
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HE graduates in the labour market. The case of competence-based training in
Ghanaian polytechnics; Thesis 2014
Kwame Dattey: Evolution of accreditation current practices and prospects it holds
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5. Internationalization of and in Higher Education.
This is one of the spearheads of the University of Groningen strategic plan 20152020. The new strategic plan of the University of Groningen (2015-2020) strongly
addresses the impact of globalisation in terms of the changing labour market,
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increased mobility of students and staff, diversification in the classroom, the use
of advanced ICT tools and, consequently, the high strategic relevance of
internationalisation in higher education. The university has the strong ambition to
become a “truly international university” with an excellent reputation and a
distinctive research and teaching profile worldwide. In teaching, this requires
internationalisation of the curriculum, implementing innovative concepts in an
integrated approach, including the flipped classroom, learning communities,
employability, and the international classroom. These concepts are connected
through an active learning philosophy, group binding and purposeful interaction
(RUG Strategic Plan, September 2015).

Current/previous research: some key publications
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and Research. Routledge
Jansen, E.P.W.A. & Suhre, C.J.M. (2011) Preparedness, first-year experiences
and outcomes: A comparison between students in domestic and international
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refereed proceedings of the 33rd HERDSA Annual conference.
Suhre, C. & Jansen, E. (2007) Crossing the border. Internationalization of Dutch
Higher Education. Project commissioned by the Higher education and research
partnership organisation for network services and ICT in the Netherlands.

Methodological notions
We characterize the higher education research program in methodological terms
as multi-level, multi-disciplinary and output oriented. The multi-level character of
the research is a natural consequence of the multi-level structure of education
processes as it consists of students, within student groups functioning under
supervision of teachers in the context of faculties and universities again nested
within national education systems. A multi-disciplinary approach implies that beside
educational specialists also the input of other disciplines like sociologists and
psychologists will be used. The research is basically output oriented as we, in the
end, are interested in the added value of education programs. Outcome can be
defined as study progress, study success or drop out, but also as the acquisition of
academic skills, types of learning approaches or widening participation. Following
from the nature of the program as it focuses on the impact of institutional contexts
on education performance it will also be international comparative by character.
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