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1. Abstract  

With university entry rates at an all-time high across OECD countries, students’ number in 

the UK Higher Education (HE) system has steadily increased between 2000 and 2012. This 

growth in overall numbers generated an increase in class sizes. The negative impact of large 

class sizes on student performance has been extensively researched in primary and 

secondary education; however tertiary education related literature is comparatively not as 

abundant. This research will therefore focus on that point. 

How does class size influence degree achievement in Higher Education? Is a logic of 

economies of scale and large group lectures affecting students’ academic achievements 

enrolled on science degrees? Using the Higher Education Statistic Agency (HESA) and Higher 

Education Policy Institute (HEPI) shared definition of large group teaching (51+ students) 

this research will study the relation between large group lectures and student academic 

achievements on a suite of undergraduate science degrees in two different yet comparable 

Higher Education Institutions (HEIs).  

The research based in an objectivist positivist paradigm will use an Ex Post Facto 

experimental design. Using existing quantitative data collected by respectively the HESA and 

the HEPI, this secondary statistical analysis will also use elements of statistical and matching 

methods in order to ensure that as part of the causal comparative design used, 

experimental and control groups only differ by one variable: the amount of large groups 

teaching they receive. By combining the data from the two institutions sharing a common 

definition of subject areas thanks to the Joint Academic Coding (JAC), this research aims to 

test the hypothesis that, students on science courses with a high proportion of large group 

teaching in their curriculum achieve on average lower academic results than students on 

similar academic programmes in another - yet similar - institution with a lower percentage 

of large group teaching sessions. 

  



4 
 

2. Research question in its discipline: economics of education  

a. Economics of education as a discipline 

 

The 1960s and the “search for degree worthiness” as stated by Lawn & Furlong (2009, 

p.542) in the field of education was supported by the development of the four traditional 

disciplines: sociology, psychology, philosophy and history. They offered a framework, a 

rigour of enquiry and a systematic way of approaching the reflexion around teacher training 

and educational research. These four traditional disciplines described by Bridges (2006, 

p.259) as providing this field of enquiry with “the discipline of the discipline” are claimed by 

Dearden et al. (2009) to have retained a secured position in the academic study of 

education up until 40 years ago. Dearden also states that in the 1980s the laissez-faire 

approach surrounding public policy resulted in an overall less interventionist government 

and therefore a decline of interest in the disciplines. Lawn and furlong (2009) agree with this 

statement and also think that the position of the disciplines began to be seriously 

undermined around the same period. 

Although not part of the four traditional disciplines, the economics of education has been 

highly influential in recent years due to the sudden rise in education interventions and the 

need for policy evaluation. Dearden et al. (2009) argue that the new discipline brought not 

only the notion of market supported by offer and demand, but was also one of the 

contributing factors to establishing more rigorist quantitative methods to the field of 

education research. In a regulated public education sector with limited resources, the 

science of scarce resources that is Economics became therefore very relevant. Its recent 

success can also be explained by the quantitative methods it brought and the quantifiable 

answers it offers to policy makers’ questions; in turn it allows them to reflect on 

investments and rate of return on these investments.  

Dearden et al. (2009) claim that, overall, the economics of education offers a new coherent 

framework for education production, allowing policy makers to reflect on both input and 

output but also on efficiencies. Bettinger et al. (2014) identify class size as a perennial issue 

in the economics of education as it has implications for both the cost and the production of 

education. Students’ achievements (output) and teaching costs (input) make the questions 

surrounding class sizes therefore become even more relevant as part of the economics of 
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education. The economic forces being studied in order to answer this research question can 

be described in light of Auguste Comte’s (1972) definition of positivism as external stimuli 

acting on human behaviour which therefore feats perfectly with the positivist tradition 

adopted for this research. 

  

b. Class size and academic success in the literature 

 

The topic of class sizes, staff to students ratio and their consequences on pupils 

achievements have been studied at length in the Primary and Secondary education sector 

for at least 20 years. For example, Bourke (1986) linked class size, teaching practices and 

student maths achievement whilst Cooper (1989) focused mainly on the relation between 

staff to student ratio and achievements. Ehrenberg et al. (2001) after clarifying that class 

size and staff to student ratio should not be confused, went beyond the questioning of a 

possible link between the two variables and explored ‘how’ class size can affect 

achievement as well as what other factors class size may interact with in order to create a 

positive outcome. Blatchford (2003) with his three years longitudinal study attempted to 

bridge the gap between the professional experience of teachers feeling that pupils 

benefited from small group teaching and a more evidence based approach where research 

findings at times didn’t make this link always as clearly as expected. Finally, Hattie (2005) 

explored why reducing class size has not led to major improvements in student learning and 

how in fact class size reductions can lead to worthwhile increases in performance provided 

certain conditions are met. As they are linked to local authorities, primary and secondary 

British schools are traditionally more regulated and monitored than Higher Education 

Institutions. In this context legislators and local authorities are used to evaluate the effect of 

their policies thanks to the economics of education.  

In Higher Education, despite the literature not appearing to be as abundant, and the 

economic evaluation of policies also appearing to be less widespread, there is a recent body 

of literature developing and looking at the links between class size and student 

achievements in a range of contexts. Whilst Cuseo (2007) makes a case against large class 

size in a traditional brick and mortar US first year context, Bettinger et al. (2014) focused on 
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class size in US virtual classrooms and identified that an increase of up to 25% in virtual class 

size actually didn’t significantly affect student grades. In a European context Pinto Machado 

& Vera-Hernandez (2009) exploited a random allocation of first year business degree 

Spanish students at Universidad Carlos III de Madrid and found no evidence linking class size 

and student performance in exams. Also taking advantage of the random allocation in an 

Italian medium sized public university, De Paola et al. (2009) focused their attention on the 

teaching of mathematics and language skills to first year students. Their findings both 

corroborate and contradict at the same time those of Pinto Machado & Vera-Hernandez. De 

Paola et al. identified that larger classes determine a significant and sizeable negative effect 

on student performance in mathematics. Most importantly this negative effect is 

significantly larger for low ability students and negligible for high ability students. However, 

this group size effect and its variable influence on different ability groups were not found 

with the teaching of language skills for the same group of students in the same university. 

 

The UK Higher Education funding model has recently been reviewed. It included an increase 

of the maximum fees to be charged by HEIs and brought the Economics of Education firmly 

at the forefront of the debate in the HE context. In 2012, in a “Students experience survey” 

carried out by the National Union of Students both students and parents appeared to value 

small group teaching in Higher Education. Both groups appeared to make a link between 

group size, value for money and conditions for academic success. In the study students also 

linked small group provision with staff input, student engagement and success. The topic 

appears to also have created a wider interest as university now routinely communicate on 

group sizes on their websites. This data appears to be used as other Unique Selling Points 

would be used to advertise courses to prospective students; as a result of this trend in 2013 

the Quality Assurance Agency (QAA) published guidance notes aimed at HEIs and titled 

“Explaining class size - Guidance about providing information for students”. QAA (2013, p.1) 

justified the need for its publication by the “policy changes giving UK students greater 

responsibility for funding their own higher education” therefore once more linking directly 

funding levels and class size. 
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3. Ontology and epistemology  

Blaxter et al. (2002, p.60) define paradigms as offering “a way of categorising a body of 

complex beliefs and world views”. Oakley (1999, p.155) goes further and defines them as a 

“way of life” rather than simply a set of technical and procedural differences; it therefore 

matters to present clearly to the reader the paradigm adopted for this research prior to 

looking at the proposed methodology. Re-using the work of Burrell and Morgan (1979) who 

argued that four sets of assumptions help conceptualise social science research, the 

following part aims to clarify the first two sets of assumptions in this model - the ontology 

and the epistemology - supporting the paradigm of the proposed research. The following 

paragraphs will illustrate how in an objectivist ontological paradigm both the nature of 

reality and Higher Education Institutions are independent from social actors. They will also 

present how in the associated congruent positivist epistemological paradigm natural 

sciences methods help generate knowledge and generalisable laws.  

 

a. Objectivist ontology 

 

Arthur et al. (2012), Cohen et al. (2007), Hammersley (2012) and Bryman (2001) defined 

ontology as an enquiry into the nature of reality and in the context of this research it is also 

defined as an entity independent from social actors confronting us as external facts beyond 

our reach. In a realist positivist tradition this research subscribes to Cohen et al.’s (2007) 

definition of reality as being of an objective nature, a given ‘out there’ in the world. Reusing 

Bryman’s (2001) definition of an organisation in an objectivist paradigm, a parallel can be 

drawn with the nature of any Higher Education Institutions as part of this research project. 

Bryman highlights three themes in his definition:  tangible object independent from social 

actors, organised and standardised structure, exerting pressure on individuals. 

The first characteristic of an organisation is to be a tangible object independent from social 

factors.  HEIs are objects with their estates resources and a range of physical assets 

managed by the institution leadership team. Each year universities in the United Kingdom 

publish their financial accounts which include lists of their tangible assets used to support 

their activities. Auditors would then reflect and comment on the HEIs use of their resources 
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and on the feasibility of possible future estates investments. This reality exists 

independently from social actors and is beyond the reach or influence of a single individual. 

The second element described by Bryman is the standardised procedures adopted “to get 

things done”. HEIs are governed by predictable laws, a set of academic regulations and 

other institutional disciplinary rules that its members have to follow and obey. These rules 

govern the university and its members. Beyond their own boundaries, HEIs also evolve 

themselves in a much bigger framework of standardised UK laws and regulations that they 

also have to obey. 

Finally, the social order described above with its rules and regulations exerts pressure on 

the individuals to conform to the requirements of the organisation. In any HEI, staffs are 

appointed to their roles, there is a clear hierarchy and staffs have areas of responsibilities 

beyond which they usually have very little control or influence. They are expected to 

conform to university rules and to some extent the institution can be a constraining force 

inhibiting its members by restricting their freedom of action. 

This study based in HEIs will look at the impact of the resources allocation (staff teaching 

time) on one category of its members (students) and as such is undoubtedly set in an 

objectivist paradigm. 

 

b. Positivist epistemology 

 

Hammersley (2012) defines epistemology as the branch of philosophy concerned with 

whether knowledge is possible, and if so, how it can be gained and what its limits are. 

Reflecting on Auguste Comte’s (1972) vision of Positivism, this research assumes that 

science provides not only a way of knowing the physical world but also a new worldview and 

a science of society. It therefore suggests that knowledge is possible and that it can be 

accessed in a systematic scientific way. Comte’s vision was that humans’ behaviour, like the 

behaviour of matter, could be objectively predicted thanks to this scientific method of 

research. In a positivist tradition, cause and effect can be proven resulting in the 
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establishment of theories or laws. As such this research is firmly seating in a positivist 

tradition and aims to establish a general law linking group size and students achievement.  

Unlike post-positivists who - like interpretativists - believe that the researchers’ background, 

knowledge and values can influence the research and the observation, this research 

assumes that objectivity should and can be strived for. The paradigm adopted also assumes 

that the reality exists independently. Unlike post-positivist who believe that our knowledge 

of reality is imperfect, this research assumes this is untrue and that the researcher has 

access to a perfect knowledge of reality. Blaxter et al. (2002) suggest that using a 

nomothetic approach, logical proofs and scientific investigation will allow the researcher to 

offer an explanation, leading to control and predictability. Following a classic positivist 

model a quantitatively based method will be used to demonstrate this reality and the 

causality between group size and student achievements.  
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4. Methodology - Ex post facto design 

This part of the research proposal will present the proposed methodology and illustrate how 

it will address the research question. Ensuring that the methodology is aligned with the 

ontology and the epistemology previously explained, it will show that it is being anchored in 

an objectivist positivist paradigm thanks to the use of an Ex Post Facto method supported by 

a statistically based quantitative method relying on secondary analysis of existing data sets. 

 

The aim of this research is to investigate how class size influence degree achievement in 

Higher Education and whether a logic of economies of scale with large group lectures could 

be affecting students’ academic achievements? In this context random allocation of 

students is simply impossible as in the UK it is impossible to randomly allocate students to 

universities and to academic courses.  A direct intervention is not an option either as the 

group sizes would be dictated by University policy and preferences as well as resources 

availability such as timetabling and teaching rooms’ availability. In these conditions the 

research fails to meet the necessary conditions for perfect experimental conditions as 

described by Cohen et al. (2007, p.273) where the “investigators are expected to 

deliberately control and manipulate the conditions which determine the events in which 

they are interested, introduce an intervention and measure the difference that it makes”. 

Having established that the proposed research doesn’t possess all the features of a perfect 

experiment, Cohen et al. (2007) suggest that Ex Post Facto designs could be appropriate. 

Cohen describes the Ex Post Facto design to be used in circumstances where control is 

impractical or unethical and where the more powerful experimental model is not possible. 

Despite having less control over the experimental conditions, Cohen et al. (2007) state that 

an Ex Post Facto research is particularly appropriate when simple cause-and-effect 

relationships are being explored. In our case, the cause-and-effect relationship between 

large groups and reduced academic achievement can therefore be studied thanks to an Ex 

Post Facto design and it would still allow answering the original research question, inferring 

causality and therefore still fulfilling the conditions of the paradigm.  
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Drawing on Lord’s 8 stages model (1973) illustrated in Cohen et al. (2007) for conducting an 

Ex Post Facto research, the starting point of the research would be to define the problem 

and survey the existing literature in relation to the topic researched. Having started to do 

that in the previous part of this proposal the second stage of implementation requires that 

the research hypothesis is stated. The hypothesis tested in this study is that students 

exposed to larger lecture groups in a Science degree at a UK university would have worse 

academic results than students exposed to small group teaching in a similar university. 

These bad results could manifest as: a lower completion rate, worse average grades and 

degree classification achieved, as well as lower satisfaction rate for the course.  

The third stage of the Ex Post Facto research as presented by Lord would be to select 

subjects to include in the research, to create a sample and to identify the data collecting 

method. Having reviewed a range of possible alternatives to answer the research question, I 

identified that the data sets required to answer are already easily available. Using the 

Higher Education Statistic Agency (HESA) and Higher Education Policy Institute (HEPI) shared 

definition of large group teaching (51+ students) to the research’s advantage; the study will 

combine HEPI statistical survey data on group sizes by course in UK universities with HESA 

statistics on student success by course. Both agencies also share a definition of academic 

subjects and therefore the course specific data can be easily cross referenced between 

institutions. HEPI (2015) group sizes in different courses across two universities can be cross 

referenced with HESA (2015) students’ grades, degree classification, completion rate, 

retention rate and even course satisfaction indexes. This will allow the study of the relation 

between large group lectures and student academic achievements on a suite of 

undergraduate science degrees in two different Higher Education Institutions. In this 

research new knowledge would therefore be the product of a secondary statistical analysis.  

Secondary analysis was defined by Hakim (2000, p.24) and Bryman (2001, p.196) as re-using 

and re-analysing data collected by another researcher or organisation. By avoiding the data 

collection process Robson (2011, p.359) claims this method allows the researcher to 

concentrate on the analysis and interpretation. In comparison, Bryman (2001, p.196) argues 

that other data collection methods tend to be more time consuming and more expensive to 

conduct. He also describes secondary analysis research as a form of “unobstructive method” 

(2001, p.210). Secondary analysis can include either qualitative or quantitative data (Bryman 
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2001, p.196; Walliman, 2005, p.273) however this study will be a secondary statistical 

analysis based on quantitative data only which is already available through two agencies. 

The last four stages of Lord’s proposed method of implementation for Ex Post Facto 

researches would include extensive work on the data collected to compare the two sets. It 

will be followed by an analysis and interpretation of the results in order to establish a causal 

link between the presence of large group teaching and the comparatively worse academic 

results. It is worth noting that if a strong relationship was found between the independent 

variable “group size” (X) and the dependent variable “academic results” (O) three possible 

interpretations could still be envisaged as illustrated by Cohen et al. (2007). First of all, it 

could be envisaged that variable X caused O. Alternatively, it could also be possible that the 

variable O caused X. Finally, a third variable - unidentified and unmeasured - could also be 

the cause of both X and O.  

The careful choice of the experimental and control group in this study will have to be 

paramount as it will be impossible by design to follow a strictly experimental design where 

subjects are randomly allocated to either group. Instead, using both statistical and matching 

methods as described by Dearden et al. (2009), Cohen et al. (2007) and Johnson & 

Christensen (2010) the aim will be to ensure that the two higher education institutions, the 

courses and the students enrolled compare closely. The two groups – experimental and 

control - should be as similar as possible prior to the experiment and the researcher needs 

to ensure that the group getting the educational intervention [here large lecture groups] 

and the control group are very similar on the basis of characteristics observed in the data. In 

order to fulfil this requirement Johnson & Christensen (2010) clarifies that the researcher 

needs to take into consideration as many variables as possible prior to experiment in order 

to ensure that confounding variables are not the cause of the results obtained.  

Some of these variables to consider would include the university type, the course similarity 

and the characteristics of student population. The study would compare two suites of 

courses in different institutions and in order to allow an Ex Post Facto analysis, the 

universities would not be picked at random. Both universities should be offering the type of 

courses being studied to allow the comparisons to take place. These universities should also 

be comparable in size, type and they should be part of the same university group (i.e. post 

92, Russell group etc.). The aim of identifying two relatively similar universities is first of all 
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to reduce institutional differences but also to reduce the possible differences in the 

students’ population being recruited. 

The second element to consider would be that the degrees studied should also be 

comparable. For example, Business degrees shouldn’t be compared to Art and Design 

subjects as the mode of teaching delivery would differ. The Joint Academic Coding System’s 

(JACS) (HEPI, 2013) shared by both HEPI and HESA will facilitate this point by coding broad 

subjects’ area and allow comparisons to take place between institutions. If we were to 

match two science degrees taught in two different universities, they would both also need 

to recruit students at the same level in order to remove any difference linked to prior 

learning. This could easily be checked by ensuring that both degrees have the same UCAS 

tariffs for students’ recruitment. For example, a course recruiting students with a “AAA” 

profile as a minimum entry requirement wouldn’t be suitable to be compared to a course 

recruiting students with a “ABB” academic profile.  

This last point leads to what is probably the most difficult element to address: the similarity 

of the two student populations. Despite the two previous points (university types and 

course specification) considered and matched as closely as possible the student populations 

could still be different. In order to reduce any possible post study critic Johnson & 

Christensen (2010) advise to ensure that as much information as possible is gathered on any 

confounding variable at the pre-research stage. For example the researcher would need to 

establish that the two groups have similar average age, gender and socio economic 

distribution in order to reduce as much as possible the impact of any pre-experiment 

variations between our two groups studied.  

This matching exercise will most likely be the key element of the research as without it the 

two groups studied wouldn’t be comparable and any conclusion reached at a later stage of 

the research would prove to not be defendable. 
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5. Data generation/collection and data analysis  

Having defined the methodology adopted to answer the research question as an Ex Post 

Facto design based on secondary analysis of existing data, the next part of this proposal will 

initiate a reflection on the trustworthiness of the data collected and on the possible 

challenges linked to the chosen methodology. 

The first element to consider is the trustworthiness of the data at the source. Bryman (2001) 

highlights that the researcher has no control over data quality in a secondary research 

design. The data used for this research will not be collected directly by the researcher and it 

is therefore essential to evaluate its sources in details. In our context the data is produced 

by HEIs for HEIs monitoring purposes. The study is relying on the data being accurately 

compiled by HEIs and it could happen that the data provided by HEIs is corrupted at the 

source. For example, malpractice in the data collecting system could result in an inaccurate 

data set being used for the research. These inaccuracies could be the result of either 

involuntary human errors or active data tempering aiming to deceive. This deception could 

be motivated by a range of factors. For example, as the data is used to secure funding, 

financial pressures could result in data being modified in order to avoid negative statistics 

appearing in an institution data set. The data is also used for ranking purposes by a range of 

industry publications. Here again bad data could make the institution look less competitive 

and affect its future recruitment by making it less attractive to prospective students. Such 

abuses of national centrally generated statistics have precedents. Data generated by a 

sector for either the sector or the UK government such as crime statistics for example were 

previously exposed as being sometimes unreliable and influenced by political agendas. In 

that example the data which suggested a reduction of crimes being committed in the UK 

was actually the result of a systematic under reporting by the agencies responsible for the 

production of the statistics. In the HE sector, it is unlikely that such malpractice would 

happen as HESA and HEPI are clearly defining categories, statuses etc., however researchers 

should still systematically question the data validity.  

A second question to raise would be linked to the Higher Education Statistic Agency (HESA) 

and the Higher Education Policy Institute (HEPI). An element of error in the data set could be 

produced by HESA and/or HEPI when compiling data provided by Higher Education 
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Institutions. The HESA is a company limited by guarantee and a charity funded in 1993 by 

the subscriptions of the HE providers from whom it collects data. As such it collects a range 

of data every year from a range of UK Higher education providers. This data is then 

processed and disseminated to the UK government and other HE stakeholders to inform 

policy, funding or research. HESA (2015) claims that its official statistics tend to be widely 

used by a range of organisations and individuals for a variety of purposes. HEPI, also a 

company limited by guarantee and a charity was funded more recently in 2002 (HEPI, 2015) 

but as HESA its publications appear to be well used and respected across the sector. One 

reassuring element is the scrutiny that data sets used by HESA and HEPI appear go through 

after submission by the HEIs. For example HEPI (2013, p.4) in the methodology section of its 

study clarifies that the sample size has been questioned, that standard deviation to mean 

has been checked and is consistent against previous waves of the same survey. This proves 

that the quality of the data has already been questioned for any statistical irregularities not 

conducive to being used in a research context, and is one element confirming that the data 

can be trusted and re-used for the purpose of this new research. 

 

The second main element to consider as part of this reflection on the data used is related to 

the methodology used. The method adopted, the sample size and the amount of data used 

in the proposed research should be questioned. 

Although not associated with any malpractice, universities also affect the data used in this 

research through their well-established practice of academic quality assurance. As part of 

this process, student cohorts’ performance is being reviewed at assessment, module and 

cohort level. Moderation of underperforming assessments, groups or modules routinely 

takes place across the sector. On a macro level, universities’ annual pass rates are not 

showing much variation from one year to the next as a result of these practices. These 

modification of grades - which are perfectly acceptable in a university environment - will 

affect the proposed research as the individual scores and students achievement recorded by 

HESA and HEPI will no longer be the actual original scores received by the student but be 

the result of this exercise. This will probably result in the data sets showing less variation 
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than originally generated by the difference of input – teaching time – and as a result the 

causal link between the two variables might prove more difficult to establish.  

Another possible challenge could be that the sample size may end up being too small for any 

meaningful conclusion to be drawn. One possible question to explore is whether there is a 

critical mass to reach in order to demonstrate the effect researched and the causality. If it is 

proven that there is a critical mass of data to reach before being able to demonstrate the 

causality, the research format would need reviewing as two institutions may prove to not 

generate enough data. A possible solution to address this concern would be to gather more 

data from more Higher Education Institutions. These could be aggregated in order to reach 

this critical mass. Cohen et al. (2007) also suggest that an alternative strategy to reach a 

bigger data set is to repeat the same study year on year in order to generate more data 

across time.  

Finally, the current research design is based on a comparison between two Higher Education 

Institutions matched on a range of criteria in order to try to isolate the independent variable 

“large group teaching time”. Matching may be a powerful approach but it relies on the 

researcher being confident that he or she has data on all the important characteristics of 

individuals or groups. If key variables were to not be accounted for between the sample and 

the control group, it would result in the research being exposed to possible critics. 

Alternatively statistical modelling could also be a solution as matching may prove difficult to 

put in place. A computerised model which would process all data from all UK universities 

could be a better solution in these circumstances. Such model would probably allow the 

building of an indicator resulting from a weighted average combining all types of input that 

students get exposed to during their course. 

Overall, it appears that the existing data could be trusted and used for the purpose of the 

research; however, it will be necessary to ensure that the data can be ethically accessed and 

used. 
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6. Ethical issues to be considered 

Boddy et al. (2015) observe that secondary analysis is sometimes assumed to raise few (or 

no) ethical considerations. However, they also later state that this view is rarely taken by 

ethics committees. It is therefore worth spending some time reviewing some specific ethical 

considerations of the planned research.  

The first ethical issue to consider is the lack of sample members’ explicit and informed 

consent as defined by Cohen et al. (2007). Data related to students’ personal and academic 

profiles used during this experiment would not have been collected for the sole purpose of 

this study; the data would have been collected for the purpose of respectively the HESA or 

the HEPI study. This could potentially be ethically challenging as study members will not 

have explicitly consented to their personal data being used for this new research project. 

Although there is a risk related to this lack of consent, two mitigating factors should be 

considered. First, Cohen et al. (2007, p.53) explicitly state that full information is impossible 

and that, in the example of statistical treatment of data, reasonable informed consent 

would suffice. They also state that it is practically impossible for the researcher to fully 

disclose elements which might not be finalised until the data treatment stage. Secondly, this 

risk can be mitigated by the anonymity offered by the data sets used. None of the data sets 

used actually appear to record information allowing identification of individuals included in 

the study and for example none of the data looked at recorded students first or last names. 

Finally, as much as it could prove challenging from a consent point of view, the fact that the 

data sets were collected for other research purposes also offers opportunities. The main 

opportunity is the ethical clearance or data protection regulations the data sets would have 

had to go through during their first use. The research they are issued from would have gone 

through either of these processes which therefore provide the proposed research with a 

degree of reassurance on these points. 

Another question to consider as part of this reflection on the ethics of the proposed 

research is whether the subjects included in the HESA and HEPI research would object to 

how we are using and interpreting their data. In the absence of informed consent received, 

should they be, or can they be, contacted and asked for their consent? Although contacting 

students who would – by the time of the study – have left the Higher Education Institutions 
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not be practical, one element to check would be the kind of consent which was secured 

from them when the data was first collected by either the HEIs which submitted it or HESA 

and HEPI. Under the terms of the Data Protection Act (1998), students should have been 

asked if they were willing for their data to be archived and made available for further 

research. If they have, the lack of explicit and informed consent may not be such an ethical 

challenge. 

A final element to consider is our responsibility towards the researchers who ran the 

original researches and whether they would need to be informed and/or to consent before 

the data is re-used. Both HESA and HEPI data sets are easily accessible online and HESA even 

offers a bespoke data service online where a specific set could be prepared for anybody 

interested. This does evidence an openness to share and disseminate the data and would 

suggest that using it wouldn’t be an issue for the original researchers. However, in an 

academic context, credit should be given and it would seem appropriate to acknowledge the 

previous researchers’ participation to the new research produced. 
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7. Reflection on, and relation to, own area of research 

The obvious first point this mock research proposal highlighted is the lack of current 

research on the impact of class sizes in higher education. Although as illustrated earlier in 

this essay some research took place, to date, it doesn’t seem to be influencing policy making 

and university practice as much as similar research appears to be influencing the primary 

and secondary education policies and models. Reflecting on international students’ 

recruitment in my current role, small class size and high number of teaching hours is being 

routinely used as a unique selling point based on market perception (parents, students, 

educational agents) that it has a positive impact on student performance. This appears to 

have very little research backing at this stage in the HE context and Gibbs (2010) actually 

identified that the type of contact between students and lecturer would actually be more 

important than the amount of said contact. It also appears that there is limited reflection 

about the possible specificities of subject areas and the fact that what could be positive for 

language teaching may not work as well for social science topics.  

The second element this research proposal highlighted is the use of the fundamental 

discipline across the education sector. Being based in the discipline of economics it 

illustrated the link between the economics of education and policy making but also the 

historical or current impact of the former on the latter. The illustration by Dearden et al. 

(2009) of the parallel between the use of economics of education and policy making in 

respectively a Labour interventionist model or a more laissez-faire Conservative 

environment highlighted how research is used to influence policy making and back up 

political ideologies. Reflecting on my current professional role and my practice as a Higher 

Education manager with budgetary responsibilities evolving in a context of HE funding cuts, 

this exercise stressed even more than it was before the importance of evidence based policy 

making. 

Finally, on a more practical level, this exercise also highlighted the complexity of getting a 

research design right whilst ensuring congruity between ontological, epistemological, 

methodology and data collection. Interestingly this last point also highlighted the 

importance of research traditions and all associated elements linked to a specific school of 

thoughts. For example, beyond the identification of the right method for the paradigm, 
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getting the more subtle elements right - like the associated vocabulary for example - is an 

important aspect in order to ensure that all elements of the research fits in the tradition 

adopted. This learning point will be carried forward during the rest of this doctoral journey. 
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