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Introduction 

Part-time study plays a crucial role in the Higher Education sector and in wider society. It 

allows those who are unable to study full-time to partake in higher education and provides a 

mechanism through which the workforce can reskill or upskill without ceasing current 

employment. Widening participation groups are particularly likely to make use of part-time 

study options as full-time study may not be practical or accessible to them. As widening 

participation at postgraduate level becomes an increasing focus in the sector, the role of 

part-time study in enabling access to masters-level study is fundamental to breaking down 

educational barriers. 

Unfortunately, recent years have seen a decline in part-time student numbers that has 

prompted widespread concern within the Higher Education sector. In 2013, Universities UK 

(UUK) conducted a review of part-time study in the UK, ‘The power of part-time’.1 It found 

that: 

‘In the past, the very different and specific needs and motivations of part-

time students have not been considered sufficiently carefully; rather, part-

time students (usually mature) have often been expected to behave in 

broadly the same way as full-time (usually young) students. This model has 

clearly not served those students well.’   

As a part-time Masters student last year I experienced first-hand, and saw in my part-time 

peers the difficult, hectic and varied lives that part-time students lead at the University of 

Bristol. It struck me that part-time students are an extremely diverse population with extremely 

diverse needs and this was one of the main reasons behind my decision to run for office at 

Bristol SU. I was interested to know how these students could be better supported by the 

University and better represented by the Students’ Union and I was elected on a mandate to 

do so. 

 

By investigating the experiences of Bristol’s part-time students, this research intends to 

provide insights into those “specific needs and motivations” described by UUK in the unique 

context of the University of Bristol. While this work cannot hope to resolve all of the challenges 

part-time students will face during their studies (many of which stem from issues external to 

the University), I hope that furthering our shared understanding of these issues will allow Bristol 

SU and the University of Bristol to work together towards evidence-led solutions that can 

improve the experiences of our part-time student community. 

 

 

Laura Ho 

Postgraduate Education Officer, Bristol SU 

  

                                                   
1 http://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/highereducation/Documents/2013/PowerOfPartTime.pdf 
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Executive Summary 

Motivated by an aim to improve understanding of the part-time student experience at the 

University of Bristol, this report describes research conducted into the characteristics, 

motivations, experiences and needs of these students. Detailed consideration is given to 

barriers that students face both prior to and during their studies, and recommendations are 

made about potential strategies to help students address and overcome these challenges.   

Much national research is available describing the experiences of part-time students across 

the Higher Education. While recent studies have been reviewed and considered in the 

development of this report, the major focus is new primary research into the experiences of 

students at the University of Bristol in particular. Data was collected via a survey of all part-

time students, which received 236 responses (13% of all part-time students). 

The report finds that part-time students at Bristol lead extremely varied lives. Over 30% of 

respondents are in full-time work (35+ hours per week) alongside their studies, 34% have 

childcare or other caring responsibilities and 58% were over the age of 30 when starting their 

course. Some students reported working 60+ hours per week.  

Perhaps unsurprisingly, work/life balance and financial concerns featured heavily when 

examining the barriers that students have faced during their studies. The most common 

source of funding their studies were personal savings and wages from current employment. 

Financial pressures can be seen to have a significant educational impact on part-time 

students, with 27% of students reporting reducing the number of hours of study as a result of 

financial pressures.  

There were many issues raised which can be seen as largely external to the University's sphere 

of influence. However, responses also drew attention to many areas of support and flexibility 

in the University which have contributed extremely positively to the experience of part-time 

students and this report makes recommendations for ways that more part-time students may 

be able to benefit from these. While the University may be powerless in preventing the root 

causes of some part-time students’ struggles, it can certainly play an important role in 

pursuing accommodations and solutions to improve their experience.  

Many students spoke highly of support and advice that they had received from individual 

staff members at School level and their willingness to provide course flexibility when needed. 

This shows a level of commitment to supporting part-time students in many areas of the 

University. However, students highlighted that they would have liked to have received 

communications on the availability of such flexibility on commencing their studies, rather 

than when they found themselves in difficult situations. A desire for clarity on policy around 

course flexibility was stressed. And despite many areas of excellent support, this was not 

reported universally and the research found some areas of worrying practice or errors, 

suggesting the need for some central guidance.  

Information provision and communication emerged as another prominent issue. Notably, 

there was very little awareness of support services that the University offers for part-time 

students, such as AddLibS, despite the fact that these services are highly valued by those 

who do make use of them.  

This report also sets out a number of recommendations (listed below) for strategies to target 

key problems and improve the overall experiences of part-time students at the University of 

Bristol. These recommendations are intended as a starting point for further discussion and 

collaboration which can explore specific solutions in more detail.  

 



 Experiences of part-time students  

 at the University of Bristol 4 

Summary of Recommendations 
 

1. To increase staff awareness around the part-time students’ experience. 

 

 

2. To enhance students’ ability to fit their studies around other aspects of their life.  

 

 

3. To ensure that schools are meeting minimum standards and considering 

recommended extra steps to improve educational support for part-time 

students. 

 

 

4. To support the social lives of part-time students and lessen their feelings of 

isolation.  

 

5. To ensure that University support is communicated to students on arrival and 

throughout their studies.  

 

 

6. To consider specific staff support for part-time postgraduates. 

 

 

‘I have always called for equal treatment for full-and part-time students, 

but that is now insufficient … We need to treat them differently and 

probably better than full-time students.’  

Bahram Bekhradnia, Former Director of HEPI 
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Background 

The societal role of part-time study 
Part-time study has an important societal role as it offers a workable way of participating in  

higher education for students who may not be able to (or want to) study full-time, for various 

reasons. These students are often from groups that are underrepresented in higher 

education. They are more likely to be mature, to have children or dependents, to have 

disabilities or to have learning difficulties. Due to this, part-time study must be seen within 

aspirations for widening participation.  

 

Accessible part-time study is also vital for upskilling and reskilling of the national workforce, 

and can contribute to a flexible workforce which is able to respond to economic changes, 

as people are able to study alongside work and family commitments. 

 

Failing to support part-time study, therefore, may have a negative effect on widening 

participation, equality of opportunity and workforce flexibility. The Office for Fair Access 

(OFFA) confirms that part-time students often fit widening participation criteria and describe 

the falling demand for part-time study as a ‘major concern’. 2 

 

National decline in part-time study 
Following the 2011 reforms to Higher Education, the proportion of students choosing to study 

part-time decreased nationally by 23.8% between 2010/11 and 2014/153, despite part-time 

students becoming eligible for loans to cover their fees.  

 

 2010/11 2014/15  Difference 

UG 545,780 336,185 -38% 

PGT 249,860 203,545 -19%  

PGR 29,070 29,190 +4% 

 

Table 1: Total UK enrolments of part-time students in Higher Education 

 

 

Following this decline, part-time study is an area of research that Universities across the 

country and sector-wide organisations such as OFFA, Universities UK and National Union of 

Students are currently interested in, particularly in light of an increasing sector-wide emphasis 

on widening participation and social mobility.  

 

 

Part-time study at Bristol 
As of December 2015, more than 1800 part-time students were studying at the University of 

Bristol, accounting for approximately 8% of the student body. Of these students, over 1000 

study at taught postgraduate level, while postgraduate research and undergraduate 

courses each have almost 400 part-time students registered. It should be noted that a 

                                                   
2 https://www.offa.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2013/08/Literature-review-of-research-into-

WP-to-HE.pdf 
3 https://www.hesa.ac.uk/free-statistics 

 

https://www.hesa.ac.uk/free-statistics
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number of undergraduate students registered as part-time are studying a supplementary 

year and intend to return to full-time study following this year. Mirroring national trends, the 

proportion of students studying part-time at Bristol has dropped by 27.5% between 2013/14 

and 2015/16 (11.3% to 8.2%). 

 

 2013/14 2015/16 Difference 

UG 532 382 -33% 

PGT 1268 1040 -18% 

PGR 575 396 -31% 

 

Table 2: University of Bristol part-time student population 2013/14-2015/16 

 

Evidence from YourBristol 2016 shows that Bristol’s part-time PGT students are significantly less 

satisfied with many aspects of their student experience, relative to full-time peers. Satisfaction 

with teaching quality was the only area with significantly higher satisfaction for part-time 

students. However, key areas such as organisation and management, personal 

development, learning community and student voice showed much poorer performance for 

part-time students. Perhaps most concerning, part-time students were 25% less satisfied with 

the provision for health and wellbeing, with less than half the level of satisfaction with support 

for physical and mental health specifically. 
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Table 3: YourBristol 2016 results for full-time and part-time students at postgraduate taught 

level 
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Methodology 

In order to better understand the experiences and needs of part-time students at UoB, Bristol 

SU conducted a survey of the University’s part-time student population. The aim of this survey 

was to identify the key issues affecting part-time students at the University and to support the 

development of evidence-led solutions to the problems they have encountered. 

Design 
The survey was developed with Bristol SU’s research staff and the Postgraduate Education 

Officer, and included 36 questions, with different question streams provided for taught and 

research students. Questions asked students about themselves, the motivations and barriers 

that influenced their decisions to study at the University of Bristol, challenges they have 

encountered during their studies, and the nature and quality of support provided to them by 

the University.  

Some of the questions included in the survey were modelled on those asked in a recent 

national study (‘Perceptions of Part-Time Higher Education’, Department for Business 

Innovation & Skills, 2015), to allow comparisons to be made between the experiences of 

Bristol students and the wider part-time student community. These are highlighted in the 

Results section, where relevant. 

The survey included a number of open-text questions targeting specific aspects of the part-

time student experience. The responses to these questions have been analysed for general 

themes and individual instances which present cause for concern have been flagged. 

Students’ suggestions for improvements throughout the survey have been collected and 

considered in the development of recommendations. 

Promotion and Response Rate 
The survey was launched over the Christmas vacation and was promoted through targeted 

email communication to part-time students to achieve a minimum response rate of at least 

10% of all PT students. Participation rates were as follows: 

Level of study Population (Dec 2015) Respondents Response rate 

UG 375 18 5% 

PGT 1036 121 12% 

PGR 396 97 24% 

All 1807 236 13% 

Table 4: Response rate to part-time student survey 

It is not known why the response rates for PGT and PGR students are so different. It is believed 

that the low response rate seen by UG students is due to a significant number of these being 

“supplementary year” students who do not generally view themselves as part-time students. 

With the exception of level of study, the make-up of the survey participants appears to 

reflect the demographic characteristics of the PT student population at Bristol. 

Note: Due to the low response rate for UG students, these responses are not analysed in 

isolation, and are instead combined with PGT responses to provide a picture of the 

experiences of taught students within the University. PGT responses may be discussed in 

isolation where this is relevant. 
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Detailed Results 

Profile of Bristol’s Part-Time Students 
In addition to questions on known demographic characteristics of Bristol’s part-time student 

population (gender, age, etc), the survey was used to collect additional data which is not 

currently held in student’s University records. 

Childcare/Caring Responsibilities 

28% of respondents reported having some childcare responsibilities and 10% had some 

caring responsibilities. 66% reported having no such responsibilities. Part-time students with 

childcare or caring responsibilities are generally older, with the majority of those aged 30+ 

having some responsibilities of this kind. 

 

Figure 1: Childcare and caring responsibilities among Bristol’s part-time students 

Working Hours 

90% of respondents reported doing some paid work or volunteering outside of their studies. 

Over 33% work 35 or more hours per week, with some reporting working as many as 60 hours 

per week outside of their course. 

Hours of paid work or volunteering per week Percentage of respondents 

0 10% 

1-20 29% 

21-35 28% 

35-40 21% 

41-48 8% 

48+ 4% 

Table 5: Variation of weekly hours of paid work or volunteering among part-time students at 

Bristol 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Postgraduate taught

Postgraduate research

Total Respondents

Do you have any childcare or caring responsibilities outside of work?

Yes – I have childcare responsibilities

Yes – I have carer responsibilities

Yes – I have both childcare and carer responsibilities

No
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Part-time research students reported fewer hours of work outside of their studies than taught 

students. The majority of disabled respondents reported fewer than 20 hours of paid work or 

volunteering per week.  

Funding studies 

Students reported a wide range of sources for funding their studies, with 45% relying on more 

than one source. 63% made some use of savings, 12% used loans, 18% receive a grant or 

scholarship and 45% are funded through employment (either directly from wages or funded 

by their employer).  

 

Figure 2: Sources of funding among Bristol’s part-time students  

 

The 3 biggest funding sources were 

- Personal savings - 54% 

- Wages - 36% 

- Savings of family or friends - 19% 

 

Those under 25 were generally more reliant on wages and savings from family and friends, 

whereas those over 30 were more likely to make use of personal savings. Disabled students 

and students with childcare/caring responsibilities were less likely to fund their studies through 

current wages, with a greater reliance on sources such as savings. 

 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%

Savings – Personal

Savings – Family or friends

Savings - Other

Loan – Government e.g. Student Finance

Loan – Career and professional development …

Loan – Family or friends

Loan – Other

Grant/Scholarship – Research council

Grant/Scholarship – Government

Grant/Scholarship – University of Bristol

Grant/Scholarship – Other

Employment – funded by current employer

Employment – from current wages

Other

How are you funding your studies?
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Motivations for Choice of Course and Institution 

What motivates Bristol’s part-time students to study? 

 

Figure 3: Motivations for pursuing current degree course amongst part-time students at UoB 

and nationally4 

Students were asked to indicate their primary motivations for study. Responses could be split 

into two major categories: 

- Career/financial orientation (43%) - those who choose to study to progress their 

career or improve future prospects i.e. those for whom study is a means to an end 

- Academic/educational orientation (50%) - those who choose to study for the sake of 

their subject, personal interest or educational development i.e. those for whom study 

is the end in itself 

 

Within these, the two biggest motivators were “to pursue the subject I am interested in” (42%) 

and “general career progression” (18%). A small number of responses indicated motivations 

outside of these major categories, but these tended to be relatively specific to the personal 

circumstances of these students.  

The motivations of Bristol’s part-time students reflect the priorities of part-time students at a 

national level, with a slightly elevated focus on career progression.  

Responses show women students to be slightly more career orientated in choosing to study, 

whereas men appear to be more strongly influenced by interest in their subject or 

educational benefit. No significant variation was found between the motivations of students 

relying on different funding sources for their studies. 

                                                   
4 Department for Business, Innovation and Skills/ YouGov, “Perceptions of part-time higher 

education”, www.dropbox.com/s/8vgvoeoxuvxoxpv/BIS%20Part-

Time%20HE%20v0%201.pdf?dl=0 (2015), p34 

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40% 45%

To pursue a subject I’m interested in

To change jobs or switch career

To achieve something new

General career progression

Because it is an essential next step in my career

To earn more money

To increase job security

Because my employer insists

Other

Which of the following was the most important factor for you in applying 

to your current degree course?

National Bristol
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Why do students study part-time? 

The two biggest reasons given for studying part-time, rather than full-time, were financial 

(51%) and the ability to work alongside studies (54%). Given the significant proportion of part-

time students who use wages as funding source for their studies, it is clear that these factors 

are related. 

Of those students motivated by issues relating to employment, there was a roughly even split 

between those who expressed a “need to work” (23% of all respondents) and those with a 

“desire to work” (17% of all respondents). “Need to work” students generally have a natural 

preference for full-time study but rely on employment as a major source of funding during 

their studies, meaning they are not able to manage a full-time course load. In contrast, 

“desire to work” students have a strong preference for remaining in work during their studies 

for reasons of job security, career progression, personal interest and fulfilment. While they 

may still be subject to financial pressures, these are not their primary motivation. Some 

“desire to work” students perceive a clear educational benefit to them in being able to 

continue working during their studies, either due to working in a field related to their studies, 

or because they feel the balance and structure of employment will help them in their studies. 

“I like having a balance. I enjoy my job and was keen not to stop working” 

While work and finance dominate the motivations for part-time study, there are other major 

themes that contribute to part-time students’ motivations. 54% of those with caring/childcare 

responsibilities (20% of all respondents) reported responsibilities to their family as a primary 

motivation for part-time study.  These included both practical childcare support and the 

need to provide stable financial support to dependents. 

“Care responsibilities are already full time!” 

15% of respondents articulated a perceived educational benefit to part-time study - a sense 

that part-time study will be a more effective environment in which to learn or study. As 

mentioned above, some of this relates to perceived benefits of working alongside studies, 

while others discussed finding the pacing of part-time study more comfortable and, 

particularly for those with disabilities/health conditions. 

“I realised I don't get any PhD work done if I study full-time, whereas 

studying part-time while in employment gives me both routine and the 

funds to pay tuition fees” 

“My job relates to my research topic, keeps me grounded.” 

While many students see clear benefits to part-time study, it is important to note that a 

number of students expressed a strong preference for full-time study over part-time, and 

exhibited frustration or regret over their need to study part-time for reasons such as those 

above. These students tended to be those whose financial situation prevented them from 

studying full-time and included some students who had been forced to switch from full-time 

to part time study due to financial pressure. 

“I started full time on the UoB scholarship and could not afford to live on it, 

due to the drastic cut in salary it represented....even minimizing my 

outgoings I could not cover them. So I had to drop to part-time to take a 

part-time job. I am deeply saddened by this as I feel my research has lost 

focus because of it.” 
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“...my "motivation" was that it was necessity: it was the only way I could 

afford to do it. I would actually really, really rather not be part time, 

thanks...” 

Why do part-time students choose the University of Bristol? 

Three dominant factors appear to influence the choice of institution for Bristol’s part-time 

population. These were: 

Aspects of the programme (43%) - this includes specific content or a specialist field, the 

perceived quality of the programme, course structure (including delivery style and 

timetabling) or some unique aspect of the course that is not replicated by other institutions 

Reputation, recommendations and rankings (42%) - this includes any assessment of quality of 

the institution as a whole 

Practical location (41%) - this includes any consideration of practical location issues such as 

commuting time or proximity to family or support. It does not include location factors which 

relate to Bristol as a desirable place to live or study - a factor considered by a far smaller 

number of respondents 

Less dominant factors related to prior relationship or contact with the institution (16%), for 

example those who studied at the institution for a prior degree or had personal contact with 

University staff prior to application. 17% of respondents referenced specific academic staff as 

motivators for selecting the University - this was particularly the case for PGR students. 
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Barriers to entry  
Bristol’s part-time students report similar barriers to accessing part-time education, relative to 

the national population of part-time students. The dominant barrier is funding studies (69%), 

followed by confidence in ability (45%).  

Less than a quarter of respondents considered “the way courses are delivered” to be a 

barrier to them when trying to access part-time study, although it can be seen later in this 

report that students do face many challenges in this area once they commence their 

studies. 

 

Note: data on funding concerns was not collected in the national study. 

 

Figure 4: Problems encountered prior to studying current degree course amongst part-time 

students at UoB and nationally5 

Deviations from national trends reported in 2015 are a reduced level of “confusion 

/uncertainty around government loans” (likely due to policy developments since the 

national survey was conducted and a different sample of UG/PGT/PGR students) and 

                                                   
5 Department for Business, Innovation and Skills/ YouGov, “Perceptions of part-time higher 

education”, www.dropbox.com/s/8vgvoeoxuvxoxpv/BIS%20Part-

Time%20HE%20v0%201.pdf?dl=0 (2015), 41. 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80%

Funding your studies

Confidence in your ability

Family reasons

Unsure which course to choose

Confusion/uncertainty around government…

The way courses are delivered

Unsure which institution to choose

Lack of knowledge about what is available

The economy

Job insecurity

Lack of appropriate courses nearby

Lack of financial support from employer

Lack of non-financial support from employer

Other (please specify)

Before you began your current course, which of these, if any, were 

potential issues that you had to overcome?

National Bristol
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“unsure which course to choose” (likely due to greater academic focus of UoB part-time, 

particularly PGR students).  

Students described a wide range of strategies employed to overcome the barriers described 

above. These included: 

- Researching options and support that would be available, largely through online 

sources 

- Seeking advice from UoB staff and current students 

- Starting a new job or changing working patterns to fund studies 

- Changing working hours and discussing flexibility with employer 

A number of students expressed a sentiment of just having to accept potential barriers and 

struggle through, potentially requiring significant personal sacrifice, because of the value 

they place on the opportunity for education.  
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Barriers during study 
Part-time students often face barriers which prevent them from studying full-time, and so it is 

not surprising that they also experience a significant number of challenges during their 

studies. Many of these challenges are attributable to factors external to the University, but this 

is not to say that University practice is not able to influence them, whether positively or 

negatively. 

 

Figure 5: Problems encountered by part-time students at UoB during their studies  

 

Work/Life Balance and Workload 

With 90% of PT students working or volunteering alongside their studies, and 33% working 35 

hours a week or more, it is not surprising that work-life balance is reported as a moderate or 

serious concern by the majority (55%) of respondents. It is important to note, however, that 

“Unmanageable workload” was considered a less serious problem by respondents, 

suggesting that issues relate to the practical challenge of balancing studies with 

employment, family responsibilities, and personal life, rather than the overall pacing or 

difficulty of courses. 

Deadlines were raised as a contributing factor to workload issues by a number of students. 

On mixed full-time/part-time courses, part-time students generally receive the same number 

of days to complete an assessment as full-time students, with no formal adjustment for their 

part-time status. This surprised many students who felt that it was clear that their 

commitments outside of their studies would prevent them from dedicating the same amount 

of time to each individual assessment as their full-time colleagues. The result of this is that 

these students feel they must choose between a healthy work-life balance while they have 

assignments, or the ability to perform at a comparable level as full-time students. 

Feedback from some students suggests that flexibility is often available if it is asked for, for 

example through extenuating circumstance procedures or other routes, but that this requires 

students to have the time and confidence to approach UoB staff with their concerns.  

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Financial concerns

Family issues

Lack of flexibility in course delivery

Lack of flexibility from employer

Course timetable

Inability to access University services

Work/life balance

Unmanageable workload

Lack of motivation

Social isolation

Poor health or disability

To what extent have the following been a problem for you while at 

University?

Not at all a problem / Not applicable Minor problem

Moderate problem Serious problem
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“I feel the deadline for assignment submissions for part time students should 

be longer, it was the same as full time students. I appreciate this is difficult 

for those marking assignments but it was a huge impact on personal time 

and professional…” 

“the deadline for submission for part time students should be later than for 

full time students because part-time students cannot dedicate as much 

time to the assessment within the available time window. you can apply for 

an extension, but I don't think you should have to...” 

Financial Concerns 

76% of respondents reported financial concerns as an issue during their studies, suggesting 

that students are not able to fully overcome the financial challenges many face prior to 

study. This is also a higher proportion than those who considered funding their studies to be a 

barrier prior to entry, suggesting that some students’ financial planning has not fully 

accounted for the real education and living costs involved in their studies. Some students 

reported that financial worries were exacerbated by payment plans for tuition fees, 

particularly a lack of obvious or upfront option to pay fees monthly. While flexibility may be 

available in this area, it is not clear or transparent to students that this is the case. 

Qualitative feedback suggests that students with financial concerns experience significant 

stress and there are worrying indicators of the detrimental impact on students’ mental health 

due to this stressor. A number of students described the loss of ability to sleep, concentrate 

and study due to financial stress and many reported considering delaying, suspending or 

withdrawing from their studies due to the pressure. In places, this stress has been 

compounded by communications from the University where payments have not been made 

on time. 

“Getting threatening emails from the Finance Dept is not conducive to 

study or motivation. It would be much better if the Finance Dept were to 

say that they note that the payments are irregular, could they set up a call 

or meeting to discuss the issues and to show me the ways in which the Uni 

can help” 

Students reported a number of strategies to overcome financial difficulties including cutting 

costs, better financial planning and seeking other sources of financial support. However, 

students were often unclear what financial support was available to them and found it 

challenging to navigate the complex landscape of part-time funding sources. The most 

common strategy described was to increase hours of paid work and sacrifice hours spent on 

studies.   

Social Isolation 

Over of a third of respondents felt that they were “not at all integrated” into the student 

community at the University and only 20% felt that they were more than “slightly integrated”. 

In this context, it is not surprising that 55% of respondents reported social isolation as a 

problem faced during their studies and 28% categorised it as a “moderate” or “serious” 

problem. 
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Figure 6: Part-time integration into student community at UoB 

 

PGR students reported higher levels of social isolation relative to PGT students (69% vs 45%), 

suggested that known issues around isolation and lone working for research students are 

compounded for part-time study. While taught students report similar levels of integration into 

the student community as PGR students, group teaching such as lectures and seminars 

provides a level of social contact which appears to limit feelings of social isolation. 

Some students reported that social isolation or lack of integration into the University 

community was not a problem for them and that it was not a priority for them during their 

studies. Others, however, felt that they were missing out on an important part of the student 

experience and, in particular, experienced little of the knowledge sharing and peer support 

that full-time students benefit from. 

“It is difficult not being part of the course student body as unfortunately I 

always have other home commitments that mean I can't stay for drinks or 

really socialise after lectures. Also means you miss out on helpful chats and 

sharing thoughts on the course. Our course has a Facebook page which is 

helpful.” 

Timetabling and course flexibility 

One of the most challenging aspects of part-time education highlighted in this research is 

the differing needs of part-time students in terms of timetabling and hours of access. Courses 

across the University offer part-time study options with a wide variety of flexible/accessible 

approaches such as allowing distance learning, clustering of contact hours, evening or 

weekend study, etc. but it is unclear what strategy is used to match the delivery modes to 

the needs of students on the course. For example, some part-time students (e.g. those who 

work full-time jobs with regular hours) may benefit particularly from access and teaching in 

the evening. These hours, however, may not be suitable for those with after-school child care 

responsibilities who might benefit more from day-time teaching during the week. Others, who 

work part-time but have to travel a long way, might benefit more from weekend teaching.  

The problems with aligning personal circumstances and course timetabling were identified as 

a problem by more than half of respondents, with 28% of taught students describing their 

course timetable as presenting “moderate” or “serious” problems for them. It is clear that the 

diverse lives and needs of part-time students are complex but there are some clear trends 
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that can be identified about problem areas and student preferences that may alleviate 

some of these problems. 

Research students find that their programme is generally accessible to them due to the 

flexible and self-directed nature of research degrees. However, more than 30% of research 

students felt that the needs of part-time students were not taken into account in some areas 

of the design of their programme. 15% felt that their course timetable presented a 

“moderate” or “serious” problem during their studies. Dominant criticisms relate to access 

seminars and personal/professional development opportunities where these don’t align with 

a student’s study days or times at the University.  

“Postgrad research degrees are probably the easiest to study part time, it is 

the training / support programmes where my problems lie.” 

“Research training courses only run once/ twice a year on set days which 

do not match my part-time days. Journal clubs also run on days I am not 

in.” 

“Any workshops or study groups that help with students research skills such 

as those with using SPSS and NVIVO. We have to find seminars provided by 

other local institutions by ourselves.” 

Taught students are impacted more seriously by timetabling issues, with more than 64% 

identifying it as a problem and almost 50% of taught respondents feeling that the needs of 

part-time students were not taken into account in some areas of the design of their course. 

Where taught students were able to plan in advance, they were generally able to access 

core teaching hours although many report that their hours are spread out and that they 

would benefit from greater clustering of contact hours to help them create defined study 

periods in their schedule. Some students reported timetabling issues preventing them from 

studying desired units. 

 “Time tabling has very much curtailed the choice of units for me. I have 

not been able to access the full choice which I thought would be 

available.” 

As with research students, taught students found issues with access to supplementary or 

development activities where these did not coincide with their usual study hours.  

“Initially the timetable stated that the study skills sessions would take place 

on Friday between 1-3pm. However this was changed to a later time slot 

which I was unable to attend due to my school run. I would have greatly 

appreciated if these sessions were repeated at some stage so that I could 

benefit from this support, given that I have been out of education for some 

time and did not know what to expect in terms of working at Masters 

level.” 

In addition, taught students frequently reported issues with the level of notice provided for 

course timetables and schedule changes which prevented them from accessing teaching.  

“Some lectures have been moved or cancelled (for good reasons) and I 

obviously did not want to travel if there was no lecture or tutorial to come 

to Bristol for. But it has been difficult to get information about when things 

are happening.” 
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“Timetables for the next year need to be published in advanced. Can't 

plan what module to take when as can't guarantee it will be taught 

outside work hours the next year.” 

“Unorganised timetables. My course contains four full weeks of teaching 

across the two years. The department was very unorganised in telling me 

when these were. I had to take time off work for them and found it 

frustrating when they changed their mind last minute about which unit they 

wanted me to do. Also it's difficult when they run additional teaching 

material on random days of the week because it means I am unable to 

attend as my work can't be that flexible.” 

Amongst respondents, there is widespread support for greater clustering of contact hours for 

part-time students, and for greater access to digital and distance learning resources such as 

digital lecture capture and online personal development training. 

 

Personal Issues - Family, Health and Disability 

38% of respondents indicated that health, disability, or family issues presented a “moderate” 

or “serious” problem during their studies. While this is not benchmarked against the 

experiences of full-time students, it appears to be a relatively high level. This may indicate an 

elevated prevalence of these issues within the part-time student population, likely due to the 

characteristics that influence the choice to study part-time (age, childcare/caring 

responsibilities, disability, etc). In addition, part-time students who lack stable funding or a 

strong social support network within University may be more vulnerable to significant 

educational impact where these issues do occur. 

“When I started this course I had no idea of the things that would crop up 

in my life that would hinder my ability to study/complete assignments i.e. 

elderly parents requiring care etc. I have managed to complete all my 

assignments on time, but time restrictions has meant I can't complete them 

as thoroughly as I would prefer.” 

In this context, the availability, accessibility and quality of support for part-time students is 

important. Low levels of satisfaction in health and wellbeing provision, as evidenced in the 

results of YourBristol 2016, suggest that part-time students are not able to access the 

resources that they need.  



 Experiences of part-time students  

 at the University of Bristol 21 

University support and services 
Many students are satisfied with the University’s provision for part-time students, with 47% of 

taught students rating it as “good” or “excellent”.  

 

Figure 7: Satisfaction with part-time provision at UoB 

Strengths of Support Provision 

Respondents were asked to discuss the most positive aspects of UoB’s provision for part-time 

students. Three key themes emerged in this area: 

- Availability - The fact that part-time courses are offered at all at the institution or in a 

specific discipline was frequently described as a key strength. It is clear that students 

value the educational opportunity offered to them in Bristol. 

“the fact that the course exists. I couldn't find similar part time courses in 

Cardiff where I live.” 

- Flexibility - Many students report positively on the flexibility offered to them by 

Schools/Departments where they have asked for it. Adaptability and willingness to 

accommodate students’ individual circumstances benefit students educationally, 

but also make students feel more understood, counteracting feelings of being 

overlooked or ignored due to part-time status. 

“Very flexible and open to assist and support those whose working/other 

life needs make study time hard” 

- Staff support - The quality of support from staff was frequently highlighted as the most 

positive aspect of the provision for part-time students. Staff who are understanding or 

considerate of the needs of part-time students appear to be highly valued by these 

students and improve feelings of recognition and inclusion within the University. 

“I was encouraged by my supervisor to apply as a part-time student due to 

my circumstances and I'm so grateful for the advice and encouragement.” 

“...for PGRs, the availability and flexibility of academic staff is superb.” 

“Individuals were really happy to help once you spoke to them.” 
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Weaknesses of support provision 

Students were also asked to identify aspects of the provision for part-time students that could 

be most improved. Aside from the issues discussed in detail earlier in this report, common 

issues raised by students related to: 

- Accessibility of services - Part-time students frequently experience difficulty accessing 

University services and support. The biggest barriers to service access were hours of 

access and travel distance.  

“For me and the other part-time students I know it is not just that the course 

assumes you are full time; it also assumes that you live in Bristol. This is the 

biggest problem. Some of us travel quite long distances and things like last 

minute timetable changes, failing to find a tutor and wasting a journey and 

short term library loans are a pain” 

 “desk space, access to academics, library fees can't be paid except in 

person and the desk is often closed at times i can get there, generally 

anything that relies on going to an office - it always has to be business 

hours which is when i'm working, and my department office usually closes 

for lunch 1-2, which makes actually going there really difficult. the university 

is definitely not set up for part-time students outside of class structure. in my 

experience.” 

- Administrative problems - A significant number of administrative issues were 

mentioned which severely impacted on these students’ educational experience. 

These included students being left off mailing lists, not being registered onto units, and 

not being given access to key learning resources. While some level of administrative 

errors are understandable, these mistakes are particularly isolating for part-time 

students who have limited access to peer guidance and support, and who frequently 

feel undervalued or overlooked within University structures. While critical errors are not 

the majority experience, they are widespread enough to indicate a lack of “safety 

net” on, for example, mixed full-time/part-time courses which would ensure part-time 

students are properly included and accounted for. 

“My units on Blackboard were added as one of the last ones due to my 

part-time study mode. My fellow students that study full-time had the full 

access to units at least 2 weeks before me. I had to pledge the office in our 

department numerous times to have them all added. The first week of term 

I still lacked access to some units, especially the ones I was attending on 

the first day. That never happen to me before in my previous Uni.” 

“Admin support systems were not set up properly & I only discovered by 

chance eg I was not on school distribution list for 2 years and blackboard 

was not set up correctly for 4 months” 

- Lack of understanding of part-time experience - While many students reported 

positive experiences with staff who were understanding of their situation, many others 

felt that individual staff and the University more broadly did not have a good 

understanding of their situation and the challenges involved in part-time study. There 

is evidence of a widespread feeling amongst part-time students of being 

undervalued and marginalised within the University. For students who frequently 

experience high levels of stress and who often make significant sacrifices for their 

studies, this feeling is de-motivating and presents further barriers to integration into the 

University community 
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“I just think it is harder to engage with a faculty if you're not in a "normal" 

situation. What is perhaps needed is cross-faculty provision specifically for 

those outside the most common experience.” 

“One of the things I have noticed is the lack of a tutor for part time students 

on my course. Many times I have noticed that the people in charge of my 

course somehow forgot about the part timers. I think there should be a 

person allocated for just us as at many occasions I wasn't sure who to 

approach” 

In addition to issues raised explicitly by students, the significant variation in student 

experience points to an additional factor: variability and informal practice. While flexibility of 

provision is clearly a benefit to part-time students, the informal way in which this is 

implemented on many courses presents barriers. In order to access flexibility, students often 

need to have prior understanding of University/School systems or the confidence to ask for 

allowances despite having no prior knowledge that these would be available. With many 

part-time students being less able to access or build relationships with departmental staff and 

often having taken time away from education, they may be less able or confident to access 

informal systems than full-time peers.  

“Lack of organisation for part-time students! We have to prod again and 

again to get answers. The flexibility is great but there is uncertainty even 

between staff about what we are meant to be doing, who to contact, etc. 

Some more organisation on that is necessary.” 

“Whilst the course leaders have been flexible when asked, there is no 

advance information on part time students, for example that its ok to apply 

for an extension for essays, how many modules you are expected to take. 

This is from a course which pitches itself as suitable for those who are 

working. More info up front on how a part timer could fit in around the full 

time teaching would when applying would be really helpful.” 

Finally, there is significant evidence that part-time students have low awareness of the 

specialist services provided for them. For example, when asked to describe any part-time 

services they were aware of, only a small minority of students were aware of the library 

services available to part-time students. Those who were aware of these services appeared 

to value them highly, but the majority appear to be unaware of any specialist part-time 

support that might be available and many have specifically referenced a desire for services 

already available, such as those provided by the library. 

Low awareness of part-time support is compounded by a lack of part-time student 

community, which would facilitate knowledge sharing and help to spread word of useful 

services.  

“The library service where they will post books to you is FANTASTIC. Makes 

life so much easier as I don't live in Bristol and find it hard to make time to 

go to the library in term time.” 

“I found that getting stuff from the library was often a bit problematic. 

Aside from e-journals and books I have tended to use other university 

libraries instead, although I am unable to borrow from them which is a 

problem.” 
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Key Themes and Recommendations 

Understanding the complexity of part-time student experience 
Bristol’s part-time students are an incredibly diverse population, with varying motivations, 

priorities and needs. No “typical” part-time student exists, which can make it challenging to 

assess how well a course or service meets their needs. It may, however, be helpful to think of 

part-time students as a framework of “archetypes” which represent common but diverse 

experiences of part-time students. It should be noted that these archetypes do not cover the 

full range of part-time experience and students may not fit neatly into any single profile. 

Archetype Characteristics 

Pre/early 

career 

Younger (typically mid 20s at start of degree) 

Prefers full-time study but can’t afford it 

Funds studies through employment (this may be unstable and low-paid 

work) with contributions from friends/family 

Intends to prioritise study over job, but often has to sacrifice studies if they 

encounter financial difficulties 

Most likely to move to Bristol for studies 

Mid-career 

professional 

development 

Typically 30-55 

Looking to improve employment prospects or switch careers 

Current job is not necessarily fulfilling but provides vital income and may be 

important step in career plans 

May be funded by employer 

Willing to make personal and financial sacrifices in the short term to further  

studies 

Tension between protecting current job security and investing effort into 

future career success 

Mid-career 

personal 

fulfilment 

Typically 30-55 

Studying for personal interest 

Values current career and views studies as meaningful but “extra” part of 

their life 

Finances are planned and often funded through personal savings 

End of career 

/retirement 

Typically 50+ 

Studying for personal interest and to take up previously missed opportunities 

Desires balance with other activities and interests 

Wants to explore a subject and feel sense of achievement 

Finances planned, e.g. through personal savings but may not be sufficient to 

afford full-time fees 

Out of career Typically 30+ 

Part-time due for personal reasons 

Either 

Has significant childcare or caring responsibilities which limit ability to work or 

study full-time 

Or 

Has health issue or disability which prevents full-time work or study 

Works half-time or less 

Studying for personal interest or to support return to work at a later date 

Cannot easily take on extra work in case of financial difficulty 

Table 6: Part-time student “archetypes” 
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In addition to these archetypes, it can be helpful to think about the differing timetable 

structures that part-time students might use. Some students with flexible hours and relatively 

short travel times may be fairly free to come to the University whenever is convenient. Many 

students, however, will rely on a structured approach to their hours which will depend very 

much on the delivery options of their course, the hours and flexibility of their employment, 

and other commitments. Approaches include: 

- Evenings - Contact hours and access to services after standard working hours or other 

daytime responsibilities and activities. These may not be accessible to those with 

after-school childcare responsibilities, evening work hours or longer travel distances 

between home/work and the University. 

- Dedicated study days - Employment or other responsibilities scheduled to allow 

specific “study days” in the week. The days that these fall on is generally determined 

by scheduled contact hours with private study time built around this. Students using 

this approach will not normally be able to attend day-time activities scheduled for 

other days during the week and may live too far to travel for evening activities on 

non-study days. 

- Weekends - Contact hours and access to services during the weekend, allowing 

those with commitments during the week to work in the same way as mid-week 

“study days”. Those with weekend work hours (often selected to allow greater 

flexibility for study during the week) will struggle to access these. 

 

Bristol’s part-time students employ these differing approaches across the University and 

therefore have different needs in terms of access to services, development opportunities and 

extracurricular activities. It is important to note that, within a single programme, there may be 

part-time students operating on different schedules and making unit selections to 

accommodate their differing needs. 

The timetable needs of distance learning students and those whose courses are structured 

around discrete teaching/residential periods are not covered above as they will generally be 

unique to (and well-accommodated by) their programme as these are specialist part-time 

approaches. Their needs will, however, need to be considered in the design of access to 

wider student services for part-time students. 

By building awareness of the diversity of part-time student experience, staff will be better 

equipped to develop courses, services and other opportunities which are inclusive of the 

needs of part-time students. In some cases, staff may be able to identify archetypes and 

timetable structures which are particularly relevant to their course or service and use these to 

frame discussions about the ways that part-time students’ needs can best be 

accommodated. 

● Recommendation 1: To increase staff awareness around the part-time students’ 

experience. 

 

Facilitating healthy work/life balance 
Part-time students typically juggle a number of different commitments and responsibilities 

during their studies which make it difficult to find a healthy work/life balance. With 90% of 

respondents working or volunteering outside of their course (many of these full-time) and 45% 

reliant on employment to fund their studies, it is clear that the interaction between work and 

education is a vital factor in understanding part-time students. Similarly, childcare and caring 

responsibilities are common amongst part-time students  
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The design of part-time programmes should seek to minimise potential conflict between 

work, care responsibilities, and study through careful design of timetables and workloads, 

along with increased provision of resources to support distance learning such enhancing the 

provision of Mediasite. While timetabling of core contact hours is a well-known and 

challenging issue, student experience may be significantly improved by improved 

consideration of part-time students in the scheduling of optional seminars, personal 

development activities and the rescheduling of teaching hours where this is required. 

● Recommendation 2: To enhance students’ ability to fit their studies around other 

aspects of their life. 

 

Building reliable, transparent and flexible procedures 
With part-time students having very diverse needs, it is appropriate for different courses within 

the University to take different approaches in the way that they support and include part-

time students during their studies. It is also clear that many part-time students have benefited 

from flexibility which allowed their programme to respond to their individual circumstances 

and needs. 

While variation and flexibility are important, this research has highlighted areas where, 

inconsistent practice and informal or undocumented policies have had a detrimental 

impact on part-time students. Students have described a number of serious administrative 

errors which have seriously impacted their educational experience, and students who may 

have been able to benefit from flexibility within their programme have not done so because 

they were provided with no guidance or documentation about the sorts of 

accommodations which might have be possible.  

Part-time students, who often have engagement challenges with the University (due to 

distance, limited contact, time away from study, etc) and who are particularly financially 

precarious, appear to have a greater need for clearly documented policies around support 

and flexibility and are likely to find it more difficult to identify and resolve administrative errors 

when they do occur. A clear framework is required for the expectations for Schools with 

regard to part-time students, including guidance on flexible policies which might be 

appropriate. 

3. To ensure that schools are meeting minimum standards and considering 

recommended extra steps to improve educational support for part-time students. 

 

Including and integrating part-time students into the University’s 

learning community 
Part-time students are, by definition, less intensely involved with the University community 

than their full-time peers and this impacts all of the aspects of the student experience 

discussed above. With lives and responsibilities away from University, and being relatively 

time-poor, it is more challenging for these students to engage in the sorts of activities which 

would help them identify with the student community. Part-time students are also far more 

likely to be mature, postgraduate, parents or carers and living outside of Bristol, relative to 

their full-time peers. All of these factors are understood to increase the risk of social isolation 

and a lack of “belonging” within the University. Falling outside of the “mainstream” notion (of 

a students as young, full-time and undergraduate), part-time students may often encounter 

services, opportunities, processes and communications which do not feel inclusive of their 

experiences. 
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Part-time study often involves significant personal sacrifice on the part of the student, which 

can make issues of isolation and exclusion particularly emotive. For these students, it is 

important not only to consider the ways that timetables and systems can be designed to be 

inclusive, but also to consider how communications and social opportunities can be 

designed to welcome and celebrate the involvement of part-time students into the University 

community. Different students will benefit from different sorts of social opportunities (e.g. 

social activities with full-time peers, social activities with other mature or part-time students, 

networking and professional development opportunities, exploring academic concepts 

outside of the course). The student archetypes defined above may be useful in framing these 

needs. 

While it is possible for many of the issues highlighted in this paper to be addressed through 

the improvement of services available to all students, it may be preferable to provide a 

greater number of specialist services and opportunities for part-time students in some 

instances. 

It is also important to recognise that students who are less socially integrated into the 

University are less likely to benefit from knowledge-sharing between peers about University 

processes and services.  It is therefore important that part-time students are provided with 

additional opportunities to learn about these aspects of the University and have clear 

guidance and signposting available. 

 

● Recommendation 4: To support the social lives of part-time students and lessen their 

feelings of isolation. 

● Recommendation 5: To ensure that current support is communicated to students on 

arrival and throughout their studies. 

● Recommendation 6: To consider specific staff support for part-time postgraduates.  
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Table of Recommendations 

Recommendation  Key questions  

1. To increase staff awareness around the part-time 

students’ experience. 

 How should this be done?  

 

 

2. To enhance students’ ability to fit their studies around 

other aspects of their life.  

 Should MediaSite be rolled out for PGT courses?  

 How can we provide online/distance access to student services?  

 How can part-time students’ needs be taken into account with any 

potential student hub/gateway?  

 How can access to development activities or resources be improved for 

part-time students? 

 

3. To ensure that schools are meeting minimum standards 

and considering recommended extra steps to improve 

educational support for part-time students. 

 What should minimum standards for schools be?  

 What should the recommended extra steps be?  
Issues to cover: issuing timetables in advance of term ∙ adequate administration ∙ 

clear policies on flexibility which are communicated ∙ pro-rata deadlines ∙ contact 

hour clustering ∙ considering student archetypes in timetabling ∙ considering 

minimal extensions to office opening hours 

  

4. To support the social lives of part-time students and 

lessen their feelings of isolation.  

 How can social events be planned to work around diverse schedules?  

 How can we ensure students feel integrated in the University’s learning 

community?   

 

5. To ensure that University support is communicated to 

students on arrival and throughout their studies.  

 Should there be a part-time students’ induction?  

Issues to cover: AddLibS ∙ funding flexibility ∙ childcare support information ∙ 

financial support information  

 How would this be available to those unable to be on the precinct?  

 

6. To consider specific staff support for part-

time postgraduates. 

 Should there be a Mature and Part-time students’ advisor for Postgraduate 

students?  

 

Table 7: Recommendations and Key Questions 


