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Student survey reveals TEF as new player in university choice  

Although awareness of the TEF is still low, responses reveal that this new metric could be as important 

in application decisions as other established rankings such as the National Student Survey. 

With the release of the Teaching Excellence Framework (TEF) results this week, UK universities are keen 

to understand what impact the resulting awards may have on their appeal to students, and crucially on 

their application decisions.  

Shift Learning conducted a short eSurvey sent out to 6,473 prospective and current students analysing 

their awareness and understanding of the TEF and the potential impact a Gold, Silver and Bronze TEF 

ranking might have had on their decision to apply. The survey received 302 responses. 

About half (51%) of the respondents were unaware of the TEF. Other respondents had heard of it, but 

claimed to have little understanding (24%) or had read a few articles (23%). Only 2% felt fully informed 

about the TEF.  

Of the students who had heard of the TEF, 76% were aware that it awarded a Bronze, Silver or Gold 

rating and 72% that it could be used as a way of ranking institutions. However, there was little 

understanding around the metrics on which the rankings were based: over half (55%) of those who had 

heard of the TEF did not know the metrics used to contribute to the award or that it may contribute to 

university’s abilities to raise fees in the future (57%). 

Although the TEF is a new metric, with low understanding among prospective students particularly, the 

responses showed that a similar level of relative importance is attached to TEF (24.6% attribute 

importance share) as to more established metrics such as the NSS (24.7%) and overall (25.3%) or 

subject institutional rankings (25.5%). 

Interestingly, results showed very little difference in preference for potential universities with a Gold 

(37%) or Silver (39%) TEF ranking, potentially suggesting that achieving a Silver Award may be as good 

as achieving a Gold in terms of attracting new applicants. By contrast, only 24% reported preferring a 

university with a Bronze award the most – suggesting that this is viewed as less valuable than the other 

two TEF rankings. 

Considering the lack of current understanding revealed in the responses, the current attribute 

importance shares suggest that the TEF may play a stronger role in future application decisions, making 

this a crucial area of focus for universities in attracting new students.  

Director Helene Moran said of the results “It’s still quite early days for the TEF, but it may be possible 

that its impact on decision-making may become more important in decision-making as students become 

more aware of it. It will be really interesting to see how behaviours and attitudes to the TEF change as it 

grows to become more established. 

 

About Shift Learning 



Shift Learning offer specialist consultancy and market research insights in the education and learning 

sectors. Our clients include many of the world’s leading awarding organisations, educational publishers, 

and Higher Education Institutions. These include Pearson, OCR, Cambridge University Press, Oxford 

University Press, King’s College London, The University of the Arts, London, The University of Sheffield, 

Queen Mary, University of London, and Leeds Metropolitan University among many others. To learn 

more about our work, please visit our website at www.shift-learning.co.uk. 

 

The TEF 

The Teaching Excellence Framework (TEF) has been established to help evaluate and track the quality of 

teaching in England’s universities and give students the detail they need to judge teaching quality, 

awarding universities a grade of Gold, Silver or Bronze, based on factors including satisfaction with 

different elements of the course, retention and employment after graduation. 

 

Further detail on the survey and sample 

Respondents were asked 6 questions around their awareness and understanding of the TEF, and profiling 

questions, including level of study, predicted or actual grades at A Level (or equivalent) and fee status. 

A further set of questions included a conjoint modeling approach which presented respondents with a series of 

combined factors which may impact on their application choice, including overall NSS score, TEF grades, overall 

average league table ranking and subject specific ranking. The conjoint approach mimics the decision-making 

process by combining a number of factors which may play a role in a student’s application decision, and allows a 

more realistic understanding of the role each factor plays than a simple ranking question. However, it is important 

to note that conjoint analysis assesses how many respondents prefer each metric, relative to the tested 

alternatives. 

The survey was sent to 6,473 students and received a total of 302 responses, a 4.7% response rate. This included 

87% home students, 5% EU students and 7% overseas students with a mix of prospective students (27%) and 

undergraduates (73%).   

Respondents were likely to be relatively high achievers in terms of UCAS scores: 41% were predicted or had actual 

UCAS tariff points of 144 or more, 39% of 120-143 and 8% of 96-119. 2% had predicted or actual grades of 96 UCAS 

points or less. 

The survey was disseminated on Friday 23rd June and closed at 9am on 26th June 2017. 

Please note that the findings here are initial and indicative as the TEF has only recently been published. 
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