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In the European Higher Education Arena, ECTS points are used as the common currency for counting and exchanging study
activities. ECTS points refer to learning outcomes and the workload associated with these.  ‘Workload is an estimation of the
time the individual typically needs to complete all learning activites’ (European Commission, 2015, p. 10) in class as well as
outside. Often one ECTS point is set to correspond with a certain amount of study hours which also indicates that students
are expected to spend a particular number of hours per week as full-time students.

The Eurostudent survey (Hauschildt, Gwosc, Netz, & Mishra, 2015) showed that in most of the countries bachelor students
spent between 30 and 40 hours per week on taught studies and personal study time (figure 6.5). Depending on how many
weeks that make up an academic year this may match the number of hours that equals 60 ECTS points, but according to a
report issued by the Danish Ministry of Higher Education and Research this is not the case in Denmark (Udvalg for Kvalitet
og Relevans i de Videregående Uddannelser, 2014). Therefore, the time budget of Danish students was identified as a
problem for the quality of Danish higher education and the government has named the number of study hours students
spend per week a key figure in the national higher-education policy. Higher-education institutions are therefore expected to
launch initiatives to increase the study intensity of their students. However, understanding why students allocate more or
less time to their study efforts is important to prevent political, institutional and pedagogical initiatives to be detrimental to
student learning and hence to quality, because the initiatives are founded in an insufficient or simple diagnosis of the
reasons behind the workload students invest.

The objective of this paper is to more fundamentally explore what makes students spend their time the way they do.



A key theoretical concept underpinning the study is that of the implied student (Ulriksen, 2009) claiming that any higher-
education teaching and learning context implies a particular study practice of the students in order to succeed. This study
practice concerns how students engage in class (e.g., remaining passive, patient and attentive) and how they study outside
class, but also what students find interesting or what they believe is the perspective of the study. These implied study
practices and inclinations are implied through the teaching and learning activities as well as through the study structure.

Secondly, we conceive the students’ engagement with their studies as a process of negotiation where students try to make
sense of what they mean through a continuous process of interpretations of what they meet and consequent and
subsequently try to engage in a way that balance what they meet with what they expect (Holmegaard, Madsen, & Ulriksen,
2014). Hence, the students’ study practices develop in an encounter between form, content and culture of the study
programme and the students’ expectations and experiences and the study repertoire they have developed.

Based on this, the purpose of the paper is to explore how students spend their time as students and what affects their time-
budget practices. How does the students’ priorities emerge from the encounter between their experiences and expectations
and the implied student of the programme? Hence, the study may not only inform institutional initiatives and national
policies, but also contribute to a more fundamental understanding of how the curriculum design and the teaching and
learning activities affect students’ way of studying.

Method

The methods used for studying time budgets have each their shortcomings (Ruiz-Gallardo, Castaño, Gómez-Alday, & Valdés,
2011). Danish studies of students’ time use usually use surveys where students are asked to state the number of hours
spent on different activities the previous week or in an average week. We decided to apply an alternative approach to see if
the reported number of study hours differed from previous studies and because we found them more valid.
The present study adopted a mixed-methods approach. A mandatory fourth semester course at each of four bachelor
programmes was selected: one in the humanities, one in social sciences and two in the sciences. At one of the first lectures,
students were asked to respond to a paper-based survey about their time budget similar to those used in other Danish
studies for comparison. Students were also asked to volunteer to register their time use using a mobile app during two
weeks – in the beginning and at the end of the semester – to compare time budgets using two different methods. In the
mobile app, students could register in eight categories covering study activities in class and outside, other activities (with or
without perceived relevance for the study), paid jobs and other. For the second week two categories (exam and preparing
for exam) were added.
In total 292 students completed surveys, 85 students commenced registration, and 76 completed two weeks of registration.
Finally, the second author carried out anthropological fieldwork at the four programmes using the selected courses as entry
points. The fieldwork combined participant observations with semi-structured, qualitative interviews and one workshop at
each programme. 25 students were interviewed at the beginning of the semester and five of these were re-interviewed at
the end. As a part of the first interviews, the interviewees were asked to make a schedule showing their activities and time
use during a week. The interviews were transcribed verbatim and the observations were documented in a field log.
With inspiration from thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006), the qualitative data was analysed focussing on themes and
patterns generated from the data. The mobile registrations were analysed using simple statistics as mean, median and
standard deviation.

Expected Outcomes

Preliminary findings show considerable variations in the students’ time budgets between study programmes, between
students at the same study programmes and between the first and second week of registration.
Students at the two science programmes spent substantially more hours on study-related activities than did students at the
two non-science programmes. Students at the social science programme and one science programme spent noticeably more
time studying during week 2 preparing for exam, which was not the case for the two remaining programmes. Finally, at the
social science programme there were students spending less than 13 hours at study-relevant activities, while others spent
more than 36 hours. These findings calls for closer studying of students’ time use, but they also support Herrmann, Bager-
Elsborg, Hansen, and Nielsen (2015) in questioning whether talking about the average student is meaningful.
The qualitative data suggest that whether the students expect the teaching and learning activities to be relevant or not
affect their time-budget priorities. The sense of relevance was also related to whether the students experienced a coherence
between the study activities and the competences they believed would be required at the labour market – and if the
students had clear ideas about what competences would be relevant at all. The programmes imply that the students
themselves are able to establish the sense of relevance and that this, therefore, is not necessary to do in the teaching.
Apparently, this is not the case, and this difference between the implied student and the actual students could cause
students to direct their efforts elsewhere.
Measures taken by policy makers and institutions to increase students’ time used on studying should address the students’
experience of relevance and coherence and they should take into account the variety in different dimensions rather than



targeting all students with the same actions.
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