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Balancing time – university students' study 
practices and policy perceptions of time 
 

A particular concern in Danish higher education policy is how much time students spend studying, often 
addressed as ‘study intensity’ (defined as number of hours per week spent studying). This paper discusses 
this concept and explores how students perceive the time they spend studying. We draw on ethnographic 
fieldwork, interviews and workshops among second-year students at four study programmes at a Danish 
research-intensive university: two in natural sciences, one in humanities and one in social sciences. We 
found that students live their lives across different realms where only some relate to their university studies. 
The students continuously balanced their time between different activities and requirements. While 
students studied following time schedules, they also expressed a qualitative perception of time, e.g., 
distinguishing between the work effort and the mental effort they put into studying. Spending time on study 
activities therefore does not necessarily mean investing mental, qualitative time. The emphasis on ‘study 
intensity’ and time as quantity in higher education policy and in student engagement surveys fails to 
capture what drives students’ study practices, and policy measures run the risk of being detrimental to the 
study quality.  

Somehow, the Danish higher education system sounds too good to be true. Higher education is publicly 
funded, and students are entitled to a study grant to cover basic living expenses. They can furthermore 
apply for study loans.  

There is no market where students buy a service from a university. Rather, the government is the customer 
expecting the higher education institutions to deliver value-for-money, in return for the funding. This is 
reflected in the allocation of funding to the institutions that is mainly performance based, particularly 
based on the number of exams passed by students at the institution. Furthermore, there is an employment 
indicator and an indicator concerning the study time, i.e., the average time the institution’s students take 
to complete their studies measured against a baseline target. If students exceed this target, it affects the 
funding.i Accordingly, there is a focus on what students study and how much time they spend studying. In 
this discussion, students are seen as problematic (Brooks, 2019), and the ministry attempts to shape the 
students’ practices through incentives aimed at the institutions, as well as through legislation aimed 
directly at the students. One example was the study progress reform implemented in 2014 that through 
sanctions and incentives sought to reduce the average completion time of higher education students 
(Sarauw and Madsen, 2020).  

However, the discussions concerning students’ allocation of time to their studies not only concern 
minimising the substantial amount of public spending on higher education. They also relate to concerns 
about the quality of higher education, and the concept ‘study intensity’ serves as a key indicator of how 
well the Danish higher education institutions perform and as a means to increase quality.  

This position, as a key indicator for educational quality, originates from the work of an expert committee 
that the minister asked to scrutinise the quality of higher education in Denmark (Udvalg for Kvalitet og 
Relevans i de Videregående Uddannelser, 2015). The committee was tasked with recommending ways to 
improve quality, relevance and coherence in higher education. It took inspiration from American research 
on student engagement (Udvalg for Kvalitet og Relevans i de videregående Uddannelser, 2014: 43; Kuh, 
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2009a), making the point that engagement is a ‘holistic’ concept including relational as well as individual 
perspectives on learning, and student as well as institutional aspects. However, it was the concept of study 
intensity that was adopted as the higher education policy.  

The committee did not specify what they meant by the concept ‘study intensity’, but referred to another 
expert committee focusing on productivity across the public sector. In an analysis of the educational sector 
the productivity committee wished to compare the quality of different higher-education programmes. They 
remarked that  

… the quality of education defined as how much students learn during their studying is difficult to 
measure and compare. Perhaps, someone from within the discipline will be able to assess whether 
students of mathematics at Aarhus University learn more than students of mathematics at the 
University of Copenhagen. But how do you assess whether, e.g., students at the study of 
mathematics learn more than at, e.g., law or theology?  

One way of doing that is to look at study intensity, that is, how many hours of work it requires to 
complete a particular study programme. Study intensity is not the same as learning […] but there 
presumably is a close connection between how much time a person spends studying and how 
much he or she learns (Produktivitetskommissionen, 2014: 61) [translated by authors] 

Hence, in order to compare something that cannot really be compared the committee applied a proxy: the 
number of hours students spend studying. This manoeuvre is reminiscent of what Kaplan (1964) coined ‘the 
drunkard’s search’. Sometimes, it is called ‘the streetlight effect’. The labels refer to a joke about a 
drunkard searching for his key under the streetlight, because it is too dark to look where he actually 
dropped it. The drunkard’s search, in Kaplan’s understanding, refers to when a model is chosen because it 
is easier to work with, but consequentially ‘something important is being overlooked’ (Kaplan, 1964: 281). 

Hence, based on a wish to compare what cannot really be compared, an empirical correlation between 
time spent studying and study success was adopted and used as a proxy for quality. It was this single, 
quantitative indicator that became the committee’s legacy in subsequent policy documents. The intention 
of embracing a complex, holistic understanding of quality and student engagement transformed into a 
more simple measure of study intensity defined as ‘the number of hours spent on classes and preparation 
for classes’ (Uddannelses- og Forskningsministeriet, 2017: 325).  

An example of this is the strategic framework contracts drawn up between the Ministry and the individual 
higher education institutions.ii These contracts formulate the strategic goals for the institutions, and the 
fulfilment of the goals can have a bearing on the funding for the institution. In all but one of the contracts 
for the universities covering the period 2018-2021, the students’ study intensity is mentioned as a part of a 
strategic goal.  

Taking the contract for the University of Copenhagen as an example, one of the strategic goals includes that 
students should obtain a high learning outcome. To achieve this, the contract mentions the number of 
hours of taught classes offered, that the students should receive more formative feedback and that the 
students’ engagement would be stimulated through the teaching formats and the way teaching is 
organised. In other words, the description of the goal includes various approaches, including student 
engagement.  

However, the goal of increasing the learning outcome will be assessed by looking at ‘higher study intensity’ 
based on three quantitative measures: the number of hours of taught classes, the number of ECTS points 
obtained per full-time student and ‘measuring the students’ self-reporting of time spent on classes and 
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preparation’ (Ministry of Higher Education and Science, 2018: 8). Thus, the array of initiatives for increasing 
the students’ learning outcomes, are reduced to numbers for three specific indicators, including study 
intensity. This diverts the attention from the multidimensional understanding of what enhances quality to a 
fairly simple quantitative indicator.  

Accordingly, we wish to make two points. The first is that even though Danish higher education is not a 
market, the way the institutions are funded and regulated mean that they relate to the requirements of the 
ministry just as if they were the expectations and demands of a costumer. The second point is that the 
focus on quantitative indicators combined with the conflation of quality with the number of study hours 
can make the initiatives taken by institutions to obtain the goal of increasing the students’ learning 
outcomes focus more on how much time students spend studying rather than on what they do and why. In 
the following section, we argue that not only is the reduction of a multidimensional approach to student 
engagement problematic. The way time itself is perceived should be considered as well as the bearings on 
how students’ engagement and learning outcomes can be understood and assessed. 

Purpose and approach of the study 
The present article explores why students allocate the amount of time for studying that they do. The 
purpose is to understand the students’ perceptions of time and studying and through this, to get an idea of 
how the ministry’s and the institutions’ focus on study intensity relates to students’ engagement with their 
studies.  

In addressing student engagement, the Danish 2015 quality committee took inspiration in the work of Kuh 
and others that is related to the developing of the US National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) (Wolf-
Wendel et al., 2009). This work sees student engagement as consisting of two components: ‘The time and 
effort students devote to activities that are empirically linked to desired outcomes of college and what 
institutions do to induce students to participate in these activities’ (Kuh, 2009b: 683). However, in a 
handbook on student-engagement research (mainly on primary and secondary level), the editors 
summarise that ‘most engagement scholars view student engagement as multidimensional, comprised of 
observable behaviour, internal cognition, and emotion’ (Christenson et al., 2012: 814).  

This broader perspective is less common in research on student engagement in higher education. In his 
review on retention and engagement research in higher education, Tight notes that ‘what seems most 
lacking are more holistic approaches to researching the student experience’ (Tight, 2019: 9) including more 
than just the parts of students’ lives relating to course and institution.  

Understanding students’ experiences and practices in higher education needs to consider a broader 
perspective of what studying means. Studies of student engagement focus on student outcomes, including 
persistence, but attending higher education is also about entering and finding a way to become a part of a 
different culture (cf., Becher, 1989). Students enter higher education with particular backgrounds, 
expectations and aspirations. They meet an institution with ingrained ideas about what the students should 
be like and how they should act as students, i.e., an implied student (Ulriksen, 2009). The students try to 
negotiate and balance these different sets of expectations and experiences to develop a sense of belonging 
(Holmegaard et al., 2014). Engaging with studying means engaging in a continuous process of balancing 
previous and present experiences and integrating them into a perception of who one is and who one 
wishes to become.  

The emphasis that the quality committee and the strategic framework contracts put on the number of 
hours spent studying presupposes that it is the number of hours as such that is related to engagement and 
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learning quality, and that hours can be perceived of as a homogenous, linear entity and that any hour is 
similar to another. The question is, however, whether this is the case. 

Research on time in higher education has scrutinised how changes in the relations between higher 
education, economy and society as well as concerning governance have affected the question of time in 
higher education. This goes for the practices of academics (Ylijoki and Mäntylä, 2003; Clegg, 2019; Clegg, 
2010) as well as that of students – both the students’ ideas about the future and their daily practices 
(Nielsen, 2019; Bunn et al., 2019). Some of the studies further point out that time can be perceived 
differently, inter alia, based on the sense of autonomy and meaning (Liao et al., 2013).  

Likewise, Lingard and Thompson (2017) argue that the conceptualisation of time should be reconsidered, 
and point to the work of the French philosopher Henri Bergson as an inspiration concerning his distinction 
between time as spatialisation and as temporalisation. Bergson argued that we should ‘distinguish between 
duration as quality’ and ‘time so to speak materialized, time that has become quantity by being set out in 
space’ (Bergson, 2004 [1888]: 127), that is, where the experiences have been distinguished and separated, 
in order to be countable. Bergson illustrated this by how we perceive the sounds of a bell: 

The sounds of the bell certainly reach me one after the other; but one of two alternatives must be 
true. Either I retain each of these successive sensations in order to combine it with the others and 
form a group which reminds me of an air or rhythm which I know: in that case I do not count the 
sounds, I limit myself to gathering, so to speak, the qualitative impression produced by the whole 
series. Or else I intend explicitly to count them, and then I shall have to separate them, and this 
separation must take place within some homogeneous medium in which the sounds, stripped of 
their qualities, and in a manner emptied, leave traces  of their presence which are absolutely alike 
(Bergson, 2004 [1888]: 86-87) 

In other words, the counting of time dissolves the experience of duration, and this is linked to a distinction 
between time as quantity or quality. Hence, it is not without consequences how we approach our 
experiences of being and doing. Insisting on quantifying the experience may dissolve the sense of duration 
and the qualitative experience.  

Liao et al. (2013) and Ylijoki and Mäntylä (2003) have similar points in their distinctions between ‘timeless 
time’ and scheduled time, but while the label ‘timeless time’ suggests that it is beyond time, Bergson’s 
concepts emphasise that they are two different perceptions of time, two different ways of experiencing the 
same occurrence – as a quantity or as a quality. However, what is common for these studies of time in 
higher education is that they challenge the assumption of the student-engagement approach of time that 
time spent studying can be seen as an unambiguous entity. 

The present study  
In this article, we examine students’ engagement with and their allocation of time to their studies. The 
starting point was the discussion of whether students spend enough time studying, but our idea was to 
situate this discussion in a broader understanding of students’ study practices. Hence, the article offers the 
broader approach to student engagement called for by Tight (2019). We perceive students’ engagement in 
their studies as a continuous process of balancing different interests and expectations related to the studies 
as well as to other realms of life. We consider studying to be a process of socialisation and of developing a 
sense of belonging to some sort of academic community, while at the same time balancing the belonging to 
other communities as well. Studying in this understanding goes beyond the behavioural engagement of 
learning and passing exams. Within this research interest, the more specific concern of this study was to 
explore how students allocated their time and why (with all the ambivalences and ambiguities related to 
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this), and further to consider the students’ perceptions and practices vis-à-vis the policy of time exercised 
by the ministry.  

Methodology 
We adopted a qualitative approach to capture the students’ experience. This allowed us to explore the 
interaction of different aspects of the students’ everyday lives and how the students balanced and related 
to the various contexts and experiences.  

Ethnographic fieldwork was carried out at four study programmes at a Danish research-intensive university: 
one from the humanities (HUM), one from the social sciences (SOC) and two from the natural sciences 
(SCIENCE). The programmes were selected for diversity (Flyvbjerg, 2011). The three faculties (HUM, SOC 
and SCIENCE) score differently in surveys of time use (e.g., Hauschildt et al., 2018; Udvalg for Kvalitet og 
Relevans i de videregående Uddannelser, 2014), and the four programmes were different with respect to 
teaching and learning activities and number of taught hours per week. Finally, the programmes differed in 
terms of their labour market perspectives – both in how well defined these appeared to the students and in 
regard to the prospects of gaining employment. Heads of studies granted access to the programmes. 

At each programme, we selected a second-year mandatory course or one attended by most students for 
access to the field. The study year of the HUM and SOC programmes was divided into two semesters, while 
the SCIENCE programmes was organised in four blocks. The fieldwork at the HUM and SOC programmes 
therefore was most intensive during the first two months of the spring semester (February to April), while 
fieldwork at the SCIENCE programmes was carried out during block 4 (April to June). 

The fieldwork was carried out by the second author (referred to as ‘the anthropologist’ and AN). It included 
participant observation during and outside class and at formal and informal social activities related to the 
programme. Five students from each programme were interviewed, during the period of observation. At 
the end of the semester, five of the HUM and SOC students were interviewed again. At three programmes, 
a workshop was run for students (others than those interviewed). Between two and five students attended 
the workshops. At one of the SCIENCE programmes, no students signed up for a workshop. Table 1 shows 
an overview of the empirical data. All participants provided consent. 

 

 HUM SOC SCIENCE_1 SCIENCE_2 

Workshops 5 4 2 - 

Interviews 5 (2) 5 (3) 5 5 

Total 
[female/male] 

10 
[8/2] 

9 
[4/5] 

7 
[5/2] 

5 
[2/3] 

Table 1 Number of participants in interviews and workshops. The numbers in parentheses indicate students interviewed twice.  

The workshops focused on the students’ everyday lives, including activities not related to the studies, on 
the students’ experiences with the programme and their ideas about how the programme could be. The 
workshops were video recorded and extracts of the conversations were transcribed verbatim. Flipcharts 
and other products of the workshops were photographed. 
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The individual interviews were semi-structured. The students first talked about being a student in general. 
Then, they were asked to draw their week schedule and through this explain their practices and priorities at 
the programme. The interviews were audio recorded and transcribed verbatim in full. 

In the first step of the analysis, the second author identified themes and patterns based on the 
observations, workshops, notes and interviews. This analysis was made for each programme separately. 
This analysis generated themes inductively, but as Braun and Clarke (2006) noted the analysis does not 
occur in a theoretical and epistemological vacuum. The first analysis, therefore, was informed by our 
understanding of the encounter between students and studies, the act of balancing and the implied 
student. In the second step, the first author specified the themes and added new ones across the 
programmes. Doing the analysis across programmes was to focus on general patterns, including where 
programme-specific conditions played a role, but also to respect the anonymity promised to the four heads 
of programme. It was in this second analysis that the students’ perceptions of time became a prominent 
theme, and we turned to the work of Bergson. 

Analysis 
Students’ allocation of time 
The students’ allocation of time to study-related activities involved two kinds of balancing. One was the 
balance between time spent on the study programme and on activities not related to studying. The second 
was balancing different study-related activities, e.g., attending classes, independent study time, extra-
curricular activities.  

In the workshops, the students made a drawing showing the places they were during a week. Figure 1 is an 
example from the workshop at SCIENCE_1. 
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Figure 1 A drawing from the SCIENCE_1 workshop showing the places the student goes during a week. 'Amager Strand' in the lower 
right corner is the name of a particular place. Blanks hide names 

Figure 1 is typical for the drawings the students made at the workshops. They contained places related to 
studying (‘uni’ (university) with two fellow students, the computer at the Baresso coffee shop and the 
book), seeing friends and family (the tree and the table in the upper left corner, the beer and cocktail glass 
in Tivoli ), paid work and finally domestic (the house with the sleeping figure and the supermarket) and 
leisure activities (jogging and going to the gym). The flower indicates a particular interest of the student. 
The study-related activities are the computer, the book and the university. 

Several of the places in the drawings did not relate to the study programmes indicating that the students’ 
lives related to different realms. During a week, the students had to prioritise how much time they could 
spend in the different realms. For this student (figure 1), it was important to spend time with friends, to 
exercise and do things besides studying. However, the student did not perceive the different realms as 
isolated entities or consider studying unimportant.  

At one point, the anthropologist asked the other workshop participant how many of the things on her 
drawing (which was very similar to figure 1) she considered a part of her study and to what extent she 
identified herself as a part of something different, and then adding ‘if one could put it like that at all’.iii The 
student replied that she considered ‘my study as a part of my life’ (SCIENCE_1), and the student who drew 
Figure 1 continued: ‘Maybe you spend this and this number of hours on lectures, exercise classes and 
reading. But you don’t let it go’ (SCIENCE_1). While exercising in the gym, she would continue thinking 
about an assignment or the lecture.  
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For some students, the social aspects of the study programme took up a substantial part of their lives. One 
student at the SCIENCE_2 programme said that some of them met at campus and organised dinner 
together. Although this was not a specifically study-related activity, it was a place for students from the 
programme to meet and socialise, where they could also go to fellow students for help with assignments. 
Thus, the social interaction provided opportunities for study-related interactions.  

When students prioritised non-study activities at the expense of studying, it did not necessarily mean that 
the students were casual about their studying. One of the SOC students, who was explicitly ambitious, said 
that he would sometimes meet with friends until midnight, during the week, and then survive on coffee, 
the following day: ‘I have to have a life as well’. When asked what he meant by that, he said: ‘Life is more 
than just [the study programme]. It would become very monotonous, if everything would only be about 
[the discipline] and stuff, just because you signed up for the study’ (SOC).  

A HUM student was asked why the plans she made for studying sometimes changed: ‘I don’t know. I just 
feel more like doing something [else]’. The anthropologist continued saying ‘but you’re a diligent student, 
yet sometimes you decide not to do it, anyway’, causing a sense of guilt. Why is that? 

Because there is also, like, other things in the world 

AN: So, the study is not the world? 

Nooo, [in a reflective tone] no 

AN: What else is there? 

All kinds of things [4 sec] friends, work and stuff like that. All sorts of things (HUM) 

These responses reflect the points in the expectancy-value model developed by Eccles and colleagues. The 
model concerns ‘why does anyone do anything’ (Eccles and Wang, 2012: 142), and how individuals reach 
particular decisions and performances based on their expectation of success and on ‘subjective task value’ 
(cf. Eccles and Wigfield, 2002). The subjective task value refers to the individual (the student) weighing 
different values that a particular decision relates to, but also the relative cost.  

When, e.g., students decide to prepare for class or not, they will consider whether they find the content 
interesting, if they need it in order to obtain something they would like to achieve (utility value), and how 
important it is for them to be doing well personally (attainment value). Finally, they will consider the cost in 
terms of ‘the negative aspects of engaging in a task’, like anxiety and fear of failure, but also lost 
opportunities (Eccles and Wigfield, 2002: 120).  

In the interviews, students particularly talked about balancing on the one side the interest and utility values 
as two ways of experiencing relevance and, on the other, the cost. The students’ lives consisted of more 
than studying, and if they neither were sure about the relevance of a course, nor found it particularly 
interesting in its own right, they would prioritise other realms and activities more.  

This also applied to prioritising between study activities:  

My balancing is that if I don’t get my reading done, then I’m saying: This lecture didn’t contain 
that much that I needed. I think I’m on top of that, and then I can go home saying that’s fine, or do 
the exercise classes and then saying, now I understand the main points. And then there are the 
situations where you need to go home to read because you either feel like knowing or because you 
need to know, in order to understand (SCIENCE_1) 
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You study because you feel like it, it is an interest, an emotional engagement, or because you have to. The 
students generally prepared for and attended classes they found interesting, while for other study activities 
they would consider what to prioritise. Some would skip lectures, if they believed the lectures did not 
contribute anything not found in the textbook, or, conversely, would prioritise a lecture, if the teacher was 
good at explaining. Some students would skip reading and focus on exercises, if they believed that to be the 
best preparation for the exam. The sense of relevance affected the students’ priorities. If they found it 
difficult to see how a class or topic was relevant for them now or for future work or studies, the students 
were more inclined to reduce preparation and attendance.  

The students were not always happy about their own practices. Sometimes, they would wish they spent 
more time studying. Some would relate a sense of guilt, because one could always study more, but at the 
same time, they emphasised that it was legitimate and necessary to prioritise other activities too. 
Therefore, they were basically content with their study practices.  

The students differed in how they positioned their studying in relation to other realms. The two students 
cited above talking about their drawings experienced their study as ceaselessly present in their minds. 
Another student from the same programme distinguished more between studying and non-study activities. 
She said, she would like the study to take no more than two thirds of her life. The remaining time should be 
‘things I feel like […] seeing friends and having a social life. Like, that is the kind of stuff that gives me 
something [i.e., some personal meaning (authors’ note)] (SCIENCE_1).  

Allocation of time was a balance of different realms. Students are not just students. They are friends, 
daughters, horse riders, boyfriends, etc. and even if studying was an important thing in their lives, it was 
not the only thing.  

Different kinds of intensity 
When the students during the interviews were asked to illustrate what a typical week looked like, most of 
them made a school timetable from Monday to Sunday. Many of them also emphasised that the weeks 
could differ a lot, and that it was difficult, bordering on impossible, to describe a typical week. In some 
interviews, the conversation touched upon how the time and effort put into studying changed over the 
block or semester, and sometimes the student would make a graph indicating this variation over time. 
These graphs were curiously similar. Figure 2 is an example showing the basic pattern: 

 

Figure 2 A sketch of the work effort (y-axis) over the time of a block (x-axis) (SCIENCE_1) 
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The students begin the block or the semester with a high work effort, ‘reading everything', as some of them 
said. Then there is a dip in the middle and a steep increase at the end towards the exam. This camel shape 
appeared in most of these drawings. However, in an interview at the end of the semester, the student 
made a drawing of the effort she had put into studying during the semester showing two curves (figure 3).  

 

 

Figure 3 The work effort and mental effort of the student during the semester, ranging from February (left) to ‘nu’, indicating the 
time of the interview (June). Further explanation in the text. 

The first curve, work effort, she described as ‘hours spent on books’, and it roughly had the camel shape, 
although the dip was less pronounced. It started low (‘you need to get started’), increased (because it is 
nice to begin again after the break, and you need to find out how to manage the new course) and then 
dropped to a medium, fairly stable level. This was when ‘it is not so nice anymore’ and getting to know the 
course made it possible to prioritise between activities. Towards the end of the semester, the work effort 
increased, when writing an exam assignment (‘fri opgave’) in one of the courses and preparing for the exam 
in another course. The work-effort curve is the one ending at the highest level, because the interviewee 
was still reading for the final exam at the time of the interview.  

The other curve represented the mental effort: 

AN: It’s mental, but what does that mean? 

It is how much you, like, without working on the study are still thinking about it, in your head […] 
Sometimes, it [studying] is just something you do and, like, just doing it. And then, there are some 
times … you think about why you do it and what the next step should be. […] Now, I don’t think so 
much 

AN: Then you are just toiling away 

There I work. But that … assignment in the elective course, there it was, it was all the time, like, 
dreaming about it at night (HUM)  
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One can work hard, spending many hours on studying, but without necessarily having one’s mind fully on 
the studying – one is ‘just doing it’. And then one can be absorbed by the studying, keeping one’s mind on it 
– even when sleeping.  

The differences between the two curves in Figure 3 illustrate this point. The small top at the bottom 
(mental) curve before Easter related to the student’s reflections about studying abroad in a following 
semester. Similarly, the word ‘tilvalg’ (meaning ‘electives’) at the mental curve related to reflections about 
what courses to follow later. ‘Opgavebeslutninger’ (‘decisions concerning assignment’) and ‘fri opgave’ 
(‘free assignment’) both related to her working on the assignment in the elective course, something she 
found interesting and challenging. Thus, the mental curve related to issues that mattered to her, either 
because of the consequences for her future study path or because the they were stimulating, but also 
because she was challenged by deciding what to write, finding material, organising her time and meeting 
the deadline.  

The most significant part about the drawing, though, is that the two curves do not run in parallel. In the 
beginning of the semester, the time spent on studying increased, but the mental engagement remained 
low. The temporary increase in mental effort was related to future study plans, not to the present courses. 
Towards the end of the semester, both curves increased, but at the very end, the mental effort decreased, 
while the work effort continued increasing. This, she said, was because what remained was an exam and 
studying for that was just reading away, but without her mind being fully occupied by it, as it was when 
completing the assignment.  

This student was the most explicit about the two different kinds of study effort, where one can spend a lot 
of time studying without the mind necessarily being absorbed by the study to the same extent. Other 
students merely described the camel-shaped pattern (figure 2), and some of the students related the drop 
in the middle to their experience of the teaching and of the relevance of the course.  

One student made a drawing showing a highly structured week-schedule with study activities during the 
day and some in the weekend and with leisure activities in the evening. She also made a drawing with two 
curves (figure 4).  

 

Figure 4 Drawing of workload and frustration during a block. The 'frustration curve' is inverted: The lower it is, the more frustrated 
the students feels. The dotted line indicates that the work effort drops, even if the workload remains high 
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One was ’a frustration curve’ showing how she felt about the course. This curve began high, but dropped in 
the middle. The second, upper curve was the work effort gradually increasing in the beginning of the 
course. However, the solid line was rather the ideal version of the effort, because the dotted line in the 
middle illustrated that there could be a dip of effort in the middle of the course. She explained: 

 ‘…you get so much information at once, and then it becomes difficult to catch up, and you ask 
yourself, what do you need all this information for? The dip is when you get that feeling and you 
cannot see what you’re going to use it for’ (SCIENCE_1) 

The allocation of time, even for this highly organised student, was affected by the teaching and the course 
organisation. A student at the SCIENCE_2 programme said that she did not mind working 12 hours a day, if 
she was motivated. However, it lowered her motivation, if she should do assignments that appeared 
pointless to her, or if they should read a paper where she could not see the relevance for the discipline. 

The time students put into studying, therefore, is not simply time. First, there is the distinction between 
work effort and mental effort. Second, there is the time the students put into studying where they can see 
the relevance and make sense of the activities, and where the workload is perceived as manageable. Third, 
there is the time the students are expected to spend on activities that appear pointless; a time which is 
spent during a state of frustration over neither being able to keep up with the workload, nor making any 
links between the activity and the discipline or the future. This third kind of time leads some students to 
reduce their work effort, while others may be doing what they are supposed to, but with hands on and 
minds off. 

The perception of time in qualitative terms surfaced, towards the end of an interview with a social-science 
student by the end of the semester: 

AN: Are you a full-time student? 

[6 sec pause] 

Well, when I compare myself to some of the people I know studying at other programmes, then I 
would consider myself a full-time student. Because, I think that a lot of my … because my study has 
my highest priority 

AN: Compared to … 

Compared to appointments, parties, friends, the [NGO she was involved in] for that matter. And 
because I really believe I spend quite a lot of time of diving into the subject matter. And I spend 
time on actively attending guest lectures and things like that, besides … [a couple of seconds 
pause]  

AN: But can we agree that you do not measure your full-time study in time, like in 37 hours a 
week? 

No, I don’t 

AN: That is not how you think about time? 

No 

AN: Then, how should we understand time? How do you think about it? Because, you say that you 
spend all your time doing it, but you don’t know how many hours you spend. Then, what kind of 
concept is time in this context? Now we are moving in a philosophical direction … 
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Yes, yes [3 sec pause] To me, it is what takes up most space. [She talks about being invited to a 
celebration at a prominent embassy in relation to her NGO involvement, but if that reception had 
been at the same time as a class informing about exam, she would have skipped the reception. She 
continues:] So, I would prioritise that class higher than this totally awesome network, political 
opportunity, right? So maybe it is not physically how many hours a week you spend doing it. 
Rather it is that every time I have to prioritise, my study would win 

AN: So, that is how one should understand time in a study context? 

Yes, what gets the highest priority (SOC) 

For this student, full-time was a qualitative measure (what is prioritised) and at the same time linked to a 
quantitative component (prioritising is necessary because there is a limited amount of hours available). The 
sign of her being a full-time student had nothing to do with whether she spent 20, 40 or 60 hours a week 
attending and studying for class. It was about how she balanced the various opportunities and potential 
activities, including attending extra-curricular activities. It was what she did rather than how much. Still, the 
pauses (6 seconds is a long time) indicated that explaining what full-time studying means was not easy or 
trivial, even when she was quite firm in stating that full-time was not about counting hours.   

This way of perceiving study time differs from the perception in the policy documents. They perceived 
intensity and engagement as purely quantitative concepts: The number of hours spent on studying. The 
students’ way of talking about their study practices, their priorities and their perception of themselves as 
students were more akin to the broader conception of student engagement, including emotional and 
cognitive aspects in addition to the behavioural aspect such as time spent (cf. Christenson et al., 2012).  

The students’ way of talking about their study practices and the time they put into studying had a 
quantitative as well as a qualitative dimension. An hour was not just an hour. An hour could be spent on 
something meaningful and sensible, and it could be spent on something (at least seemingly) utterly 
pointless and irrelevant. The variance of the quantity of time students put into studying during a semester 
did not purely reflect student diligence. It also related to the students’ perception of relevance, to their 
sense of meaning, and whether the amount of content seemed realistic to cover.  

The distinction between mental effort and work effort emphasised the need to perceive time as a more 
subtle combination of different qualities as well as of quantity, if we are to understand the study practices 
of students. 

Discussion 
All students emphasised their need to switch off from study activities occasionally. At the same time, 
several of the students expressed difficulties with making a clear distinction about what was study related 
and what was not. The students lived their lives across different realms. Some related to the university life, 
but many involved people and activities that were not linked to university. However, we did not find that 
some students had university life permeating all other realms, while others aimed at isolating the different 
realms from each other. The idea of the student devoting her or his entire life to studying is just an idea. 

Thus, it is a fundamental condition for students to balance different realms against each other. They may 
have different priorities, and some may have a stronger emphasis on study activities or CV-building study 
jobs, but they all balance different opportunities. Institutions, teachers and politicians therefore need to 
acknowledge that the study activities available to the students are balanced in terms of interest, utility and 
attainment value and the cost of doing one thing rather than the other (Eccles and Wigfield, 2002). If 



Ulriksen & Nejrup – Balancing Time (published in Sociologial research Online) 
 

14 
 

policies strive to make students spend more hours on their studies, a tempting way could be to increase the 
cost of not attending class or the cost of spending time on other activities. Recent year’s higher education 
policy in Denmark tends to have chosen this approach. A different approach could be to increase the 
students’ perceived value of attending class, whether by meeting interests or by having students 
experience attainment or utility value.   

Like the students balanced different realms, they also balanced different ways of engaging with their 
studies. Allocating time for classes or preparations, making time schedules for different activities or 
postponing exams to the re-exam to have more time preparing for another exam are examples of students 
relating to study time in a quantitative way. Students engaged with time as a quantity in a way that 
appeared natural. They were aware of time as a limited resource and that counting hours was a part of 
studying.  

At the same time, some of the students explicitly challenged the idea of time being just clock time in the 
way they presented and perceived their study practices. The clearest examples were the student 
distinguishing between the workload and the mental effort and the student perceiving full-time studying in 
terms of prioritising the studying. It is a point permeating many of the examples of the students’ 
experiences that time is a matter of quality as much as of quantity. The students recognise the need to 
handle the amount of time, but it is also clear that engaging with their studies cannot be reduced to how 
many hours they allocate to studying. The mental time, akin to Bergson’s time as duration, also needs to 
have its place.  

However, the ministry’s emphasis on study intensity defined as the number of hours spent studying rather 
than on a broader idea of student engagement ignores precisely this duality. The approach imposes a 
quantitative, spatial perception of time on the students’ study experiences. Hence, experiencing studying 
as something connecting experiences and sensations into a whole is challenged and disrupted by the policy 
focus on ensuring that students spend the appropriate number of hours a week studying.  

This transforms studying into a mono-dimensional activity of students being engaged in separate, 
countable activities. This does not reflect the way the students perceived being students or what they 
would like to do as students, and it reduces studying to a process of fulfilling quantitative requirements. 
The focus on one part of student engagement, the number of hours spent studying, excludes an attention 
to the cognitive and emotional aspects (Christenson et al., 2012). What is more, it impedes the 
understanding of what might be behind the practices of students – also those aspects that students 
themselves experience as less productive.  

Conclusion 
The Danish higher education policy of seeing students as problematic because they are too slow or study 
the wrong programmes (Brooks, 2019) also puts an emphasis on quantity, that is, how many hours students 
spend studying rather than what they do and how. This emphasis is reflected in reducing the concept of 
student engagement to a quantitative perception of study intensity, and in the questionable use of number 
of hours as a proxy for study quality.  

This approach is largely incompatible with the way students experience and articulate their study practices 
and their reflections concerning how to be a student. For the students, studying is one part of their life, 
albeit an important part, spanning several realms. To understand students’ practices requires 
understanding the presence of parallel realms and that students are continuously engaged in balancing 
different interests and concerns. It also requires appreciating that for students, time is far more than a one-



Ulriksen & Nejrup – Balancing Time (published in Sociologial research Online) 
 

15 
 

dimensional quantity. For many of the students, the qualitative aspects mattered more rather than 
precisely how many hours they put into studying.  

This profound difference between how the policy level sees the students and what drives the students 
hampers the possibility of a policy that enhances quality. The policy fails to capture what affects the 
students’ practices and how qualitative experiences are related to quantitative measures. The 
performance-based funding principles and the strategic framework contracts could stimulate higher 
education institutions to apply measures that require students to spend more time, e.g., more mandatory 
classes or assignments. Such measures, however, could do more harm than good because they fail to 
appreciate the qualitative aspects of being a student.  

Marked-based higher education systems run the same risk as the Danish system of confusing quantitative 
time with qualitative, mental time. In order to improve their positions on the market, institutions would 
provide evidence of the quality of provision. However, if this evidence is a measure of the workload 
(number of hours spent) and contact hours as is the case in the UK student-engagement surveys, the 
institutions will for competitive reasons be inclined to focus on these quantitative measures rather than 
considering the qualitative aspects of study time. Research needs to develop our understanding of how 
students balance different elements within the study environment, between study and other realms and 
between different kinds of time – and then make these findings understandable for politicians and 
administrators.  
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