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Preface

This report has been produced as a part of a project commissioned by NOKUT,
with an aim to examine how the criteria for academic environments in current
provisions of the Academic Supervisions Regulations (Studietilsynsforskrift) are
reflected in existing research concerning education quality in higher education.

This report has been written by Mari Elken and Sabine Wollscheid, with Mari
Elken as the project leader. The research librarian at NIFU, Huan V.D. Than was
invaluable help while conducting searches in various databases. Bjgrn Stensaker
was a part of the project team to discuss both search strategy, alternative perspec-
tives and the final conclusions in this report. We are also thankful to the expert
advice and further suggestions from others.

Nicoline Frglich (head of research for higher education) and Sveinung Skule (di-

rector of NIFU) provided quality assurance of the final report.

Oslo, 21.01.2019

Sveinung Skule Nicoline Frglich

Director Head of Research
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Summary

While it is well established in literature that teaching approaches and methods are
important for educational quality, there are fewer studies that explicitly examine
the importance of academic environments on educational quality. Academic envi-
ronment in this context refers to the Norwegian concept ‘fagmiljo’. The key finding
from the review is that there seem to be limited number of studies that directly
examine the relationship between the characteristics of academic environments
and the quality of education in higher education.

The aim of the review was to explore current research evidence concerning the
relationship between the characteristics of academic environments and the qual-
ity of education in higher education. The secondary aim of the project was to pro-
vide a reflection of existing criteria in the relevant sections of NOKUTs Academic
Supervisions Regulations (Studietilsynsforskrift).

The literature search identified few studies that had systematically examined
how specific characteristics on group level matter for educational quality, and the
few studies we identified came to rather inconclusive results. Nevertheless, given
the multitude of studies that show how important individual academic staff is for
teaching and learning, it can be expected that their role is also important on a
group level. Moreover, concepts such as microcultures in academic development
also suggest that teaching can also benefit from a collaborative approach. At the
same time, this also implies that there is less knowledge about how specific char-
acteristics of academic environments as collectives influence educational quality
(e.g. size, scope, stability, qualifications, etc). In sum, one can conclude academic
environments are important, but there is limited research evidence to make defi-
nite conclusions concerning the specific characteristics of such environments.
Thus, the literature examined in this review does not provide any basis for specific
quantitative targets concerning the size, stability and scope of academic environ-
ments.

This study was conducted in two stages. First, we conducted a literature review,
inspired by systematic review methods. Second, drawing on the findings from the
literature review we conducted a reflection of existing regulative framework in

this area. The literature review at hand was informed by a systematic review
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approach but was conducted in an ‘accelerated’ form. The methodological ap-
proach consisted of the following iterative steps: the development of search terms;
literature search; selection of studies and finally a qualitative synthesis. During
each stage, the pool of relevant studies was refined. A key methodological concern
was that both the term academic environment and educational quality are ex-

tremely ambiguous concepts.
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1.1

Introduction

Background and aims

In Norway, there has in recent years been increased attention on identifying fac-
tors that contribute to high quality in higher education (Damsa et al., 2015). One
of the factors that contributes to educational quality is those who teach students -
their teachers. The fact that the way in which students learn is associated with how
staff teaches is rather well established in existing literature (Baeten, Kyndt,
Struyven, & Dochy, 2010; Biggs & Tang, 2011; Trigwell, Prosser, & Waterhouse,

1999).
The necessity for teaching staff to have the appropriate competence has also

found its way to policy discussions. For instance, in the European Standards and
Guidelines (2015), Standard 1.5 states that:

Institutions should assure themselves of the competence of their teachers. They

should apply fair and transparent processes for the recruitment and development

of the staff.
As a guideline to the standard, it is noted:

The teacher’s role is essential in creating a high quality student experience and
enabling the acquisition of knowledge, competences and skills. The diversifying
student population and stronger focus on learning outcomes require student-cen-
tred learning and teaching and the role of the teacher is, therefore, also changing.
(.) Higher education institutions have primary responsibility for the quality of
their staff and for providing them with a supportive environment that allows them

to carry out their work effectively.

Assessment of the academic environment responsible for educational provision
has been an important aspect of quality assurance procedures in Norway. The cri-
teria included cover a broader aspect than merely the teaching competence of the

individual academic staff and outline a number of expectations for the academic
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1.2

environment! responsible for educational provision. These criteria are specified
in NOKUT’s Academic Supervisions Regulations2. Section 2-3 described the crite-
ria for academic environments, including its size, stability, coverage of programme
topics, educational competence, formal qualifications (specific share of staff with
associate professor or professor/docent competence), research activity and qual-
ity, as well as national and international partnerships and networks.

To examine whether these criteria also reflect state of the art literature on the
topic, NOKUT has commissioned a literature review to examine current research
evidence concerning the relationship between the characteristics of academic en-
vironments and the quality of education in higher education.

The literature review process was led by three research questions:

e RQ1: What does the research literature say about the relationship between the
characteristics of the academic environment (for instance size and quality) and the
quality of the education offered?

e RQ2: What does the research literature say about similarities and differences be-
tween disciplines and types of study programmes (theory-oriented, practice-ori-
ented and artistic programmes) in terms of the characteristics of the academic en-
vironment and the quality of the education?

e RQ3: To which extent are the relevant requirements in NOKUT’s academic supervi-

sions regulations research-based?

The aim of this report is thus twofold: first, to provide a literature review informed
by a systematic review approach for searching and systematizing literature; and
second, to provide an analysis of existing regulative frameworks that takes a point

of departure in the findings of the review.

Methodology

This study has been conducted in two stages. First, we conducted a literature re-
view, inspired by systematic review methods. Second, drawing on the findings
from the literature review we conducted an analysis of existing regulative frame-

works.

1 This refers to the Norwegian concept ‘fagmiljg’, which could also be translated as academic commu-
nity or group that works together in a specific discpline or field of knowledge. It is a well established
concept in Norway which is difficult to translate to English in a precise manner.

2 Regulations concerning Supervision of the Educational Quality in Higher Education. Accessed at:
https://www.nokut.no/siteassets/om-nokut/nokut academic supervisions regulations.pdf
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1.2.1

Literature review

A systematic literature review is a method that comprehensively retrieves, ap-
praises and synthesizes the literature on a previously defined research questions
in a transparent way (Petticrew & Roberts, 2006). The literature review at hand
was informed by a systematic review approach that considers a broad range of
studies, both qualitative and quantitative. The methodological approach consists
of the following iterative steps: the development of search terms; literature
search; selection of studies and synthesis.

The process of systematic reviews is usually time and resource consuming.
Given limitations in time and resources, we therefore chose a brief review format,
considered as a “quick and clean” or “accelerated” version of a systematic review
(Abrami et al., 2010). Addressing the specific needs of policy makers for a rela-
tively quick answer to a predefined question, a brief review approach allows to
make compromises in terms of the individual steps of a systematic review, where

this is appropriate.

Development of search terms

The two research questions R1 and R2 leading the review include several key con-
cepts that were the starting point for the definition of search terms.

The English term academic environment is a means to translate the Norwe-
gian concept of ‘fagmiljg’. While the term is rather well established in the Norwe-
gian context, it is a term which does not translate well to English. We have opted
to translate the term as “academic environment”, as this is also the translation
used in NOKUTs own academic supervisions regulation. In terms of its content, the
term has overlaps with terms such as research communities and groups, or more
broadly academic staff who collaborate in some form. Given this ambiguity in ter-
minology, our search strategy was to employ multiple keywords, including rather
broad terms such as “academic staff’ and more narrow terms such as “aca-
demic/research/teaching environment/group”. We assumed that this could fur-
ther be supplemented with specific terms for the characteristics of the groups/en-
vironments (size, qualifications, pedagogical competence, etc).

The other key concept in the research questions is the notion of quality in
higher education. While we have information about the factors that matter for
student learning (Damsa et al.,, 2015), quality in higher education is a notoriously
multifaceted term. The most widely cited is likely Harvey and Greens conceptual-
isation of quality as excellence, efficiency, adherence to standards, transformation,
or fitness for purpose (L. Harvey & Green, 1993). Having this in mind, there are
rather different possible operationalisations of what high quality education entails

and how it can be identified. This could take the form of emphasizing higher

11 e working Paper 2019:1



learning outcomes measured in grades, enhanced labour market outcomes, self-
reported data about learning outcomes or educational quality (e.g. student satis-
faction surveys), externally compiled completion rates (within nominal time to de-
gree) and reduced dropout, to note a few. In our conceptualisation, the heart of the
matter is enhancement of student learning. Nevertheless, this implication added
possible additional keywords to our search strategy.

The third key aspect in the RQs is the notion of disciplinary or field-specific
differences between study programmes. Disciplinary difference is a core charac-
teristic of academic work - both with respect to education (Neumann, Parry, &
Becher, 2002) and research (Becher & Trowler, 2001). In the outset, we expected
the number of relevant studies to be small and the opportunity to make systematic
cross-disciplinary comparisons to be limited. This also turned out to be the case.
We will, however, reflect on the consequences of disciplinary differences in our
concluding chapter.

Table 1 lists the search terms that were considered as potentially relevant, ac-
cording to the two core concepts, academic environment and quality of education.
This list of terms was further refined during the further search process, and the
final set of keywords and the combination of these was developed during the lit-

erature search process.

Table 1. Potentially relevant search terms identified prior to the search

Search terms for the academic Search terms for the character-  Search terms for quality of edu-
environment istics of the academic environ- cation

ment
Academic/teaching staff Number/size (Educational) quality
Academic environment Qualification Completion rate and time to
Research group Competency degree
Etc. Quality Grades

Pedagogical training Student satisfaction

Etc. Learning outcomes

Programme design
Teaching/assessment methods
Pedagogical innovation
Dropout rate

Etc.

Literature search

Relevant research publications were retrieved in collaboration with the in-house
research librarian at NIFU. Given a high fragmentation of studies in the field, the
overall search strategy combined several sources and methods to retrieve eligible
studies.

Having in mind the status of the field on educational quality in higher education,
we expected that most of the relevant studies would be qualitative studies. Quali-

tative studies are supposed to be more difficult to identify in conventional
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databases than quantitative studies, in particularly effect studies. Challenges for
locating qualitative studies include for example the variability of qualitative meth-
ods, the spread of qualitative studies across journals, nonspecific titles and ab-
stracts, deficiencies in bibliographic indexes (Sandelowski & Barroso, 2007, cited
in Saini & Shlonsky, 2012)

In this project, we combined a literature search in three established electronic

databases with alternative search strategies.

Search in electronic databases: We selected the following electronic databases
for a systematic literature search: Web of Science, ERIC and Google scholar that
we assume might add to one another. The inclusion of Google Scholar, which is
estimated to be the most comprehensive academic database also secures the in-
clusion of books (Gusenbauer, 2018). We expected that the combination of these
three databases would assure a good coverage of possible sources. We limited our
search to the time period from 2000 to 2018. Due to a lack of standardized terms
in the field of study, we conducted several test searches by using different combi-
nations of search terms for the publication period 2000 until 2018. As recom-
mended by our research librarian we ended up with a combination of relatively
broad search terms that were applied in three electronic databases.

For the three databases we tested several combinations of search terms to
achieve a balance between specificity (few hits, but more relevant hits) and sensi-
tivity (many hits, but relatively less relevant hits) of the literature retrieval. We
ended up with the following search strategy combining the following terms: (aca-
demic OR “higher education”) AND (staff OR environment) AND quality.

As we chose a broad search strategy with few relevant but broad search terms,
we ended up with many hits, i.e., 1 300 000 in Google Scholar, 1 432 in Web of Sci-
ence3 and 2 625 in ERIC%. This combination of search terms turned out to be more
inclusive and sensitive than the initial search with more narrow search terms.

Web of Science is supposed to be the most elaborated scientific database com-
pared to ERIC and Google Scholar covering six online databases including journals
and books in many disciplines such as social sciences and education.> Thus, we
considered Web of Science as our master database and chose to screen the com-
plete list of 1432 references.

In all the three databases references are listed according to relevance in terms
of the search strategy. For ERIC and Google Scholar we limited the screening of the
high amount of hits to the first listed 400 references in each database. We did this

3 In Web of Science we limited the original amount of 4 709 hits to the thematic fields Education;
Educational Research and Education Scientific Disciplines.

4 In ERIC we limited the original amount of 6 576 (peer-reviewed) hits to the thematic field Higher
Education, ending up with 2 640 hits.

5 https://clarivate.com/products/web-of-science/ [retrieved: January 10th 2019]
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strategic choice to save time in the screening process and to avoid retrieving un-
necessary duplicates in more than one database.

Titles and abstracts that were retrieved by searching in these databases were
screened for further inclusion by at least one author. A small number of references
was piloted to develop high agreement between the coders before screening the
remaining references.

If included, references were roughly categorized according to the two research
questions and retrieved in full-text, if this was appropriate. In the next step, they
were further coded according to sub-categories and themes. In this part of the
search process we identified many studies using a similar terminology, but with a

different meaning than the terms used in our review questions.

B. Other searching strategies: Given the ambiguity of the search terms in this
study, we combined the search in electronic databases with alternative search

strategies to reduce bias. We applied the following search strategies:

e Consultation with experts in the field: We used our scholarly network and
contact researchers working with similar topics to retrieve further eligible

studies.

e Footnote chasing: We further checked reference lists of the most relevant
articles that were located, including those from previously conducted re-

views.

e Handsearch: Additionally, we conducted a manual literature search in the
following selected journals of the topic: Higher Education Research and
Development; International Journal of Academic Development; Studies in
Higher Education; Teaching in Higher Education.

Selection of studies and synthesis

The retrieved references were imported into an Endnote-database and were
screened in a two-stage process: 1) titles and abstracts, according to inclusion/
exclusion criteria and 2) full-text articles if necessary. Given limitations in time
and resources in the project, we did not appraise the methodological quality of
studies but provide a map and a synthesis of the included studies, according to the
main research questions RQ1 and RQ2. We synthetized the included studies ac-
cording the following codes for each of the review questions. Database; study ID
(first author, year); country where the study was conducted; review question and
relevance according to review question; original research question; academic en-
vironment characteristic; indicator of educational quality; study design; discipline

(only R2) and main conclusions.

14 e working Paper 2019:1



1.3

Based on this synthesis, a narrative synthesis was provided of relevant articles. In
this process, the review distinguishes between articles that are directly relevant
for the research questions, and those that are indirectly relevant. In addition to

this, some articles were discarded as not relevant during the qualitative review.

Structure of the report

The reportis structured in three chapters. The first chapter has now presented the
background and aims of this study, and the methodological approach employed
for the review.

In chapter 2, we present the main findings from the review. We summarise
studies that were retrieved both during the literature search and provide addi-
tional themes that were suggested by experts in the field.

In chapter 3, we first provide a broader discussion of the findings. After this, the
chapter provides an outline of current regulations in light of the findings, and sug-

gestions for further development.
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2.1

Findings from the review

Mapping and synthesis of the included studies

In total, approximately 90 references (i.e., titles and abstracts) were initially as-
sessed as potentially relevant. Among these, we identified studies that were irrel-
evant for this review, as they would for instance focus on students’ learning ap-
proaches and not discuss the role of academic environments. After further reading,
36 studies were selected and assessed as potentially relevant for our review. 31
references address RQ1, while only 5 references address disciplinary issues, i.e.,
RQ2. Disciplines addressed were public administration education, psychology, hu-
man resource management, law studies and medicine.

Drawing on titles and abstracts, and full-text articles where necessary, we
coded the included according to the two core concepts: 1) academic environment
and 2) quality of education. In addition, we used the following codes: First author
and year of publication; country where the study was conducted; study design and
discipline, where reported. Finally, we collected the research question and the
main conclusion into an Excel-file that was used for data collection.

For the two core concepts, academic environment and quality of education the
coding process was informed by the list of search terms that were considered as

potentially relevant (see: Table 1).

For academic environment we ended up with the following main codes:

e Academic environment broadly defined and comprising several dimensions
e Academic quality comprising teaching and research quality of staff

e Access to staff including small class sizes

e Pedagogical training provided to staff

e Quality issues related to program, lectures, accreditation

e Research education nexus, including research activity of teachers

For quality of education we ended up the following main codes:
e Learning quality perceived by students
e Student satisfaction and experience

e Student attrition/dropout

16 ° wWorking Paper 2019:1



2.2

2.2.1

e Learning outcomes

¢ Student motivation

First, we provide a description of the studies according to publication year and
country of origin. The majority of included studies - 20 studies - was published
between 2015 and 2019. For country of origin, eight of 37 studies were conducted
in the United Kingdom, six in Australia and four in Portugal. The remaining studies
were widely spread and conducted in different countries in Europe, America and
Asia. The studies included qualitative and quantitative studies and studies that ap-
plied a mixed-method design and literature reviews. The majority of studies (24)
was coded as quantitative, while only a small part (5) were coded as qualitative.
Two studies were coded as reviews and one study was categorized as mixed-
method study. Thus, this picture contradicts our expectation to identify more qual-
itative than quantitative studies in our literature search.

Second, we provide a description and synthesis of studies. Table 2 in Appendix
provides a simple description of the 36 studies considered for the qualitative syn-
thesis. After reading the article full texts, further studies were either discarded or

assessed as indirectly/partially relevant for the questions in this review.

Findings from the literature search

Overall, it is possible to argue that when examining educational quality, there seem
to be more studies that focus on teaching in higher education rather than teachers
themselves, in particular on an aggregate level. Nevertheless, a number of the ar-
ticles termed as indirectly relevant nevertheless provide some relevant insights,
even if they do not address directly the relationship between staff characteristics
and educational quality. For this reason, these articles are summarised separately
in section 2.2.2. The studies assessed as relevant for this review are summarised

in section 2.2.1.

Relationship between characteristics of academic environment
and educational quality

We have organised studies identified in this section into three sections: those that
focus on effects of academic environment on graduation rates those that explore
graduate outcomes, and those that explore the consequences of academic staff re-
search tasks. We found few studies that would provide a detailed account on the
relationship between student learning processes and the characteristics of aca-

demic environments.
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Quality as graduation rates

One can argue that if one conceptualises quality in higher education as efficiency,
dropout and graduation rates are one way to examine whether the higher educa-
tion system is educating the candidates it should be educating. In this category, we
identified two studies that in some manner explored the characteristics of aca-
demic environments for graduation rates.

Goenner and Snaith (2004) examined student dropout in the US by trying to
examine what factors predicted graduation rates. Their starting point for the ana-
lysis was the striking variation of graduation rates in US research universities, as
they noted that six years after graduation 9% at Texas Southern University had
completed their studies, while 97% had done so at Harvard University. While
these two institutions have a range of differences, not least in terms of their stu-
dent body, they were placed similarly in the Carnegie classification. By analysing
over 200 institutions placed in the same category of the Carnegie classification,
Goenner and Snaith analysed various individual and institutional factors through
regression analysis. Among their institutional factors they also included charac-
teristics of relevance for the academic environment - e.g. share of full-time faculty,
educational expenditures and student-staff ratios. They find that share of full-time
faculty has a positive effect on graduation rates after six years, but the effect is not
significant for four- or five-year outcomes. Similar pattern also emerges for edu-
cational expenditures. They also analysed student-staff ratio, but the results were
inconclusive, and the authors suggest there might be an intervening variable they
do not have data on. The final institutional factor, tuition fee, seems to have a rela-
tionship with graduation rates. Overall, however, it is student characteristics that
are a major factor for graduation rates.

In another study, Martinez, Borjas, Herrera, and Valencia (2015) explored the
relationship between undergraduate attrition (dropout) and three different
measures of academic quality in the Columbian context: namely accreditation sta-
tus of study programmes, graduation test scores, and number of research groups
in the institution, the latter being used as a proxy for research intensiveness at the
institution. Their starting point for including this as a variable was that research
intensiveness is considered as an important quality dimension in the Columbian
system. While the QA system does not use the number of research groups as a var-
iable, the authors argue that it can function as a proxy to indicate institutions’ re-
search orientation. Martinez et al highlight that student dropout is driven by both
individual (demographic, socio-economic and academic) and institutional (policy
initiatives, teacher-student interaction) factors. The study was carried out in 2009
in the Columbian Caribbean region institutions, with a total of 19 higher education
institutions. The results of the analysis suggest that it is the number of accredited

programmes that matters for student attrition in a significant manner. Regarding
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the number of research groups, the study did not find a significant relationship.
Nevertheless, it also was not the case that higher number of research groups (and
thus presumably more research intensity) lead to increased dropout. The authors
note that concerning this variable it is also possible that this indicator “may not
reflect the substantive characteristics related to the quality of research” (Martinez
etal, 2015, p. 12), which is arguably a reasonable conclusion.

Both of these two studies also discussed other literature concerning dropouts
in higher education and emphasize that such studies explore both institutional and
individual factors. Nevertheless, the institutional factors do not seem to refer to
the specific characteristics of academic environments in a comprehensive manner.
A relevant factor could be student-staff ratio, however, in this respect the first

study yielded inconclusive results®.

Quality as graduate outcomes

In this group, we can identify two types of studies. The study by Stes, De Maeyer,
Gijbels, and Van Petegem (2012) is in the first group that in fact aimed to examine
whether academic development yielded actual positive results for students. In the
other group, we have identified a range of studies that have in some form exam-
ined the relationship between staff characteristics and student satisfaction, while
some of these remain also indirect arguments.

Stes et al. (2012) conducted a quasi-experimental study to examine the effects
of instructional development on student outcomes. As the authors note, emphasis
on development of teaching skills has obtained considerably more focus in recent
years. They note that while studies have established its positive effect on teaching
approaches, studies of the effectiveness of such training on student learning is
comparatively scarce. The study was carried out at University of Antwerp which
has been holding instructional courses since about 2000. In the study, in total 37
teachers and the students of their respective courses participated, covering vari-
ous fields of knowledge and both courses with under 30 students and over 100
students. For all teachers who were undergoing instructional training, a “match-
ing” colleague was selected to assure comparability of the two groups. The study
showed that the effects of the instructional course on student learning outcomes
was rather limited. The authors, however, note a range of possible explanations
for this lack of effect, including that it is possible that those who had taken a course

had no yet changed their teaching methods. Time could thus be an important

6 There is a separate body of research thatlooks into the consequences of changing student-staff ratios
in higher education. In a recent research review, McDonald noted that most of the studies seem to
emphasize negative effects of large classes, but there are also contrasting views that find either no
difference or opposite effetcs. Moreover, it has been also suggested that class size might matter dif-
ferently, depending on the educational task at hand - for example, whether students are learning facts
or need to develop their critical thinking skills (McDonald, 2013).
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factor, given that change of teaching approaches likely does not change overnight.
In a different study, Trigwell, Caballero Rodriguez, and Han (2012) examined the
effects of a pedagogical development programme and found moderate, but posi-
tive outcomes - both in terms of student satisfaction and teaching awards. A key
message thus is that while academic development can provide tools for staff to
enhance their educational practices, it is also necessary that there are favourable
institutional conditions to put these skills into practice.

While student satisfaction surveys are prone to a range of intervening varia-
bles?, students nevertheless represent an important group to provide feedback
about their learning experience. Most of the studies we have identified in this re-
view seemed to focus on learning environments more generally, rather than staff
characteristics. The studies included here did in some form mention staff profile
or characteristics, while some of these arguments are made in an indirect manner.

For example, Ellis, Sawyer, Gill, Medlin, and Wilson (2005) explored a range of
aspects often emphasized as beneficial for international students’ learning: small
class size and in this manner good contact with academic staff, accessible campus,
small town environment, available housing. They carried out their empirical study
in a small regional college in Australia, aiming to examine whether the character-
istics of a regional campus had any consequence for their outcomes both in terms
of graduate perceptions, satisfaction and outcomes. The study was carried out in
survey form, where 62 graduates were included, of which 25 responded. The re-
sponses largely confirmed benefits of studying in a small campus. This study thus
does make some inferences about the size of academic community. In the outset,
it is proposed that smaller environments facilitate more interaction between staff
and students. While the study confirms these as positive aspects of their learning
experience, the sample and scope of the study remains very limited.

In a rather different line of argument, we have identified some studies that
would emphasize the relevance of specific kinds of staff activity profile. For exam-
ple, Hurn (2016) explored an educational project where engineering students con-
ducted live projects with the industry at the University of Derby. Hurn found that
students greatly appreciated this opportunity. Such live projects had an impact on
student performance and engagement. Based on this, Hurn argues that such pro-

jects should be integrated to teaching practice. This, in turn, can be seen as an

7 Studies that have examined student satisfaction, find for example also a range of alternative factors
that influence student satisfaction. As an example, in the UK context student satisfaction with their
studies is also positively correlated with university position in league tables (Gibbons, Neumayer, &
Perkins, 2015). Ozcan (2013) examined undergraduate students’ perceptions of quality education in
Turkey by employing the SCEQ questionnaire, finding also that students in older institutions were
more satisfied than those at the younger ones, which can also be seen as a proxy for prestige. In other
countries, student surveys have found different results concerning prestige and student satisfaction.
In sum - student satisfaction is a concept that is also highly context dependent and influenced by a
wide set of variables.
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example of new demands that teachers meet, which also emphasizes that they
need the competence to do so. In a different sector and context, Mojarradi and
Karamidehkordi (2016) argued for more practical training in the area of agricul-
ture education. When discussing what factors matter for offering high quality ag-
ricultural education in Iran, they note that also staff skills and interaction with stu-
dents are important in providing sufficient practical skills. Based on survey data,
they argue that the quality of the provision of practical education is related to three
main factors: active participation of instructors, effective management, and effec-
tive communication. While being based in very different contexts, these studies
point towards a specific set of challenges in professionally oriented knowledge
fields, where the academic environments also should have sufficiently good
knowledge of the practice field to sufficiently integrate this to educational pro-
cesses.

Overall, the results can also be seen as rather inconclusive. While they point
towards the importance of academic staff, they also note that academic staff is em-

bedded in a wider institutional context.

Staff research competence and student educational outcomes

A theme that emerged during the search process was also the relevance of staff
research competence on educational practices, and some of the studies screened
addressed the issue of research-based education. Given that the relationship be-
tween education and research in more general terms has been explored elsewhere
(see, e.g. Elken & Wollscheid, 2016), in this section we only examine the studies
that came up in our literature search. It should be noted that these studies also
address the question of educational outcomes. We have chosen to group them as
a separate group, given that it represented a distinct theme in the literature we
have examined.

A recent article by Berbegal-Mirabent, Mas-Machuca, and Marimon (2018) con-
ducted an analysis of whether student satisfaction was influenced by research per-
formance of individual lecturers. Based on existing literature, they explore three
hypotheses: whether previous teaching experience influences positively student
satisfaction; whether research intensity mediates previous teaching experience
influence on student satisfaction; and that there are significant differences be-
tween permanent and non-permanent staff. The study was carried out at the Uni-
versitat Internacional de Catalynia (UIC), a private university in Spain, where 229
individual subjects (and the corresponding lecturer for that subject) were ana-
lysed. The sample included four broad subject categories (social science, humani-
ties, health and architecture). In the analysis of student satisfaction, both gender
and knowledge field were used as control variables. By employing various statis-

tical methods, the authors examined the relationship between teaching experience
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and student satisfaction, as well as the mediating effect of research. Their empiri-
cal results indicate that teaching experience (measured as the years employed in
that institution®) positively correlates with student satisfaction. However, re-
search intensity seems to show a negative impact and therefore mediate the effect
of teaching experience on student satisfaction. Based on this, they argue that
teaching and research do come across as competing rather than complementary
tasks. The article thus also suggests that it is important for institutions to provide
sufficient incentives for teaching excellence and for better alignment of teaching
and research tasks. As they argue, current incentive systems have led to perverse
effects, rather than facilitating a complementary relationship between research
and education.

In another analysis, Shin (2011) examined the relationship between teaching
quality and research performance by analysing data from a South Korean univer-
sity. The article had three hypothesis that suggested that career stage, research
ability and discipline would have an effect on teaching quality. Teaching quality in
the article was examined through course evaluations. The analysis found that
while domestic publication was positively correlated with teaching quality, then
international publication had a negative correlation. This effect is persistent
through all career stages. Shin explains this with the scarcity model, which would
imply that teaching and research have to compete for time, energy and resources.
This result is also different from a range of other similar studies on the relation-
ship between research intensiveness and education; Shin also argues that contex-
tual factors may play an important role in these patterns.

Others have reached different conclusions. McLean and Barker (2004) con-
ducted an extensive literature review and an empirical study in the area of history.
Based on this, they argue that “some research activity on the part of university
teachers is a strong - though not necessary - ‘pre-condition’ of desirable educational
goals” (McLean & Barker, 2004, p. 407). However, as they argue, there is little in-
dication that this research needs to be cutting edge, or that those who do not have
researcher profile necessarily would not be able to teach well. Based on this, they
argue against the idea that mere existence of a critical mass of researchers in a
department in itself is a sufficient condition for quality in education. Instead, they
argue that the research-teaching nexus needs articulation to facilitate educational
quality. Their study, however, does point to the benefit of having at least some
proportion of staff with researcher competence, but it also emphasizes that this
competence can mean somewhat different things and that quantifying such meas-

ure is rather complicated.

8 They do note that this measure has its limitations, but a better measurement of teaching experience
was not available for the researchers.
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2.2.2

Maégi and Beerkens (2015) studied whether a research-intensive learning envi-
ronment provides students a better learning experience. The study was conducted
in Estonia, where a national survey of academic staff was carried out. The results
indicated that staff who are active researcher to a higher degree involve students
in research-related activities: “they are more likely to engage students in research
groups, co-publish with students, and use information from their own research and
conferences in their teaching” (Magi & Beerkens, 2015, p. 254). These results, how-
ever, had systematic disciplinary differences - where academic staff in natural sci-
ences was more likely to include students in research groups and co-publish,
whereas staff in humanities and social sciences was more likely to include their
own research or conference experience into their teaching. However, also they
note that it is by no means a requirement that this research needs to be interna-
tional (world-class). Their data showed that participation in international re-
search projects showed positive effects on teaching practices, this was not signifi-
cant, whereas national networks and projects seemed to have a significant positive
effect. Magi and Beerkens note that research-based teaching has been a policy pri-
ority in Estonia in recent years. Nevertheless, they also caution against viewing
this as a simple relationship and argue that it is necessary that teachers have a
commitment to the teaching task.

While these studies have explored this relationship directly, they also present
somewhat ambiguous results. Given that the number of studies is also small, this

does not give a basis for conclusive inferences regarding the issue.

Other adjacent and related discussions

In this section, we discuss studies that we initially reviewed as potentially relevant
but were in the review process assessed as indirectly relevant. First, we cover
some studies that examine the notion of academic development and quality of
staff. Next, we discuss studies that explore the notion of learning environment
from a somewhat broader perspective, including also a sub-section of studies on
learning environment that use the DREEM questionnaire. It should be noted that
some of these discussions would likely yield a much broader result when searched
separately with more targeted keywords. In this section, we have only included
studies that turned up in our literature search and were included during the initial

screening.

Quality of teaching staff

A theme that comes up in a range of studies on educational quality and academic
staff is the idea of quality of academic staff. The studies that did come up in our

search represent a rather multifaceted set of articles.
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Quality of staff is an important criterion in current policy discussions. For ex-
ample, as indicated earlier, it is also a criterion in the European Standards and
Guidelines. Cardoso, Tavares, and Sin (2015) analysed how ESG had been imple-
mented on institutional level in Portugal. The study was carried out in four Portu-
guese institutions, where case studies were carried out based on both document
analysis and interview data. In the analysis, they also explored what kind of insti-
tutional support is provided for the quality of teaching performance and found
that such support was either incipient or absent. For staff pedagogical compe-
tence, this was largely left for the individual academics themselves, and support
for teaching infrastructure is limited due to the difficult financial situation of Por-
tuguese higher education sector. Their empirical study finds that the way in which
these institutions implement ESG is partial manner, and it is possible to find sev-
eral interpretations of both the ESG and also national criteria in this area. While
their study suggests a range of possible institutional measures for appraisal of
teaching quality, this is not explicitly linked to educational quality.

In a different study in the Portuguese context, Sarrico and Alves (2016) exam-
ined staff quality in public administration education that had been through con-
siderable growth, prompting questions of staff quality. The empirical study is
based on a database compiled for Portuguese quality assurance agency for evalu-
ation purposes. The database includes information about staff providing public ad-
ministration education and their profile. The findings indicate that even when the
personnel statutes for public university teaching staff require 70% of the staff to
be professors or full professors - the actual share was about 26%. Only 67% of
staff held a doctoral degree, and almost 12% do not even have a Masters’ degree.
Overall, they still conclude that in most dimensions, the staff profile meets the
standards, while improvement is needed concerning formal qualifications and re-
search intensity.

Another aspect of staff quality is their working conditions and whether this in-
fluences their opportunities to provide high quality education. One such example
is the use of temporary staff. In an introductory editorial to a special issue on the
theme sessional staff, M. Harvey (2013) emphasized that sessional staff has also
needs for academic development, but also noted that Australia has several exam-
ples of good practice on the topic. The issue of sessional and temporary staff is an
important debate of academic quality, where most of education is now offered by
sessional staff, as indicated by Harvey. In a different study,

It should be noted that these studies are also closely connected to broader dis-
cussion of academic development. Academic development represents a broad field

of studies concerning ‘what works’ in enhancement teaching and learning in
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higher education®. While studies on academic development often emphasize posi-
tive effects on changing conceptions of teaching, there are few studies that have
managed to measure the effect of academic development on student outcomes,
and the few studies that have done this also report problems with measurement
(Trigwell et al., 2012, p. 508).

A broader discussion of academic development as a field of expertise is beyond

the scope of this review.

Students’ learning environment

A number of the studies that came up in the search focused on students’ learning
environments. A “learning environment” is usually defined as a broad term that
includes various contextual factors in which students’ learning processes are em-
bedded in. In this manner, it represents a much broader term than academic envi-
ronment which here is defined as the staff responsible for educational provision.

Choy, Yim, and Tan (2017) analysed the relationships between quality of learn-
ing and various institutional and personal factors in a mixed methods study in Ma-
laysia. In their model, they explored four characteristics - instructional delivery
and support; learning skills, learning environment and curriculum. In their study,
learning environment is defined as “the perceived relationship of students with
the staff and peers in the university, and the learning climate in the university”.
The findings indicated strong positive relationships between these factors, while
there was an inverse relationship between emphasis on learning skills and per-
ceived quality of education. According to the authors, this implies a necessity to
start with the change “in the mind-set of how learning takes place” (Choy et al.,
2017, p. 510). As with several other studies, the notion of learning environment
remains somewhat open and includes some elements that are of relevance for this
review, but also includes a range of additional factors.

Elen, Clarebout, Leonard, and Lowyck (2007) analysed student perceptions of
teacher- and student-centred learning environments. Taking a starting point in
different conceptions of learning environments, they re-analysed three sets of sur-
vey data. Their study is embedded in the calls for transferring from teacher- to
student-centred learning environments. They note that in some of existing litera-
ture these had earlier been proposed as different ends of a continuum, with a rad-
ically different distribution of roles. Other studies would suggest a transactional
or independent view - stressing mutual adaptation or independence of tasks. The

empirical analysis in the article suggests that students do not view student- and

9 However, some have argued that academic development as a term should be viewed in a more ho-
listic and comprehensive manner, encompassing both teaching and research activities (see, for
example, Hay, 2008). Academic development is a rather heterogenous field which has long roots; it
emerged as an area of research and expertise already in the 1960s. During the 1990s international
networks in the area emerged, along with a specialized journal for the field (Clegg, 2009).
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teacher-centred learning environments as opposite poles of a continuum. A con-
sequence of this is that student-centred learning environment does not imply a
reduction of teacher responsibility, but rather a transformation of the roles. Based
on this one can suggest that at times of changing teaching and learning approaches,
this likely also sets higher demands for academic staff.

In another study, Yin, Lu, and Wang (2014) examined Chinese students ap-
proaches to teaching and views of educational quality. They also tested the widely
used CEQ questionnaire in a Chinese context and found that a number of the fac-
tors showed internal inconsistency, suggesting that cultural factors can have an
influence on the validity of such psychometric instruments. The responses never-
theless suggest that clear goals, emphasis on independence, generic skills and ap-
propriate assessment facilitated deep learning approaches rather than surface
ones. At the same time, the study also found that “good teaching” “increased stu-
dents’ surface motive and surface strategy, but had no effect on their deep motive
and strategy, indicating that the increase of instructors’ effort and commitment to
teaching could only facilitate Chinese students’ surface approach (Yin et al,, 2014,
p. 966).

Chi, Liu, and Bai (2017) explored student intellectual development in college
and how various aspects of college environment contributed to this. They opera-
tionalised college environment to consist of course challenge, faculty guidance, ac-
ademic environment and interpersonal relationships. In the study, they analyse
whether this influences intellectual development, either directly, or indirectly, by
influencing students’ involvement. The analysis was conducted in China in a uni-
versity that had obtained excellence funding. A survey was distributed to almost
3800 students who were in their junior year, with a response rate of 39,6%. While
the contextual factors could also be interpreted to mean academic staff involve-
ment, the questions used in the survey do not address specific characteristics of
the staff, but rather what staff does (question about feedback and expectations
form academic staff, and expectations regarding time spent on studies and encour-
agement of collaboration among students). The empirical results show that faculty
guidance was a strong predictor for students’ intellectual development.

Garcia-Aracil (2012) used the data from REFLEX survey, a large European sur-
vey funded by FP programme, where the dataset includes responses from 2600
graduates in 14 countries. The main aim of the project was to study the new soci-
etal demands on higher education graduates. In this article, the focus is on analys-
ing the role of academic environments on student satisfaction. They defined aca-
demic environments as educational variables, academic environmental factors
and other individuals-specific characteristics. They find that academic environ-

ments have an important role, but their definition of this is more focused on
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teaching approaches and study programme characteristics, than the characteris-
tics of teaching staff.

Lubicz-Nawrocka and Bunting (2018) analysed student perceptions of teaching
excellence. They note that there is ample literature on staff conceptions of teaching
excellence, while studies on student conceptions of excellence remain scarce. The
empirical study was carried out at University of Edinburgh, where a student run
teaching excellence award is run. The data for the article includes nomination texts
which have been anonymized. In that year, nearly 3000 nominations were pro-
posed, of which almost 1200 were for best teacher. Employing a grounded theory
approach, the analysis found four broad categories in these nomination texts: con-
certed visible effort; commitment to engage students; low teacher-student barri-
ers; and stable support. Nevertheless, these texts seem to emphasize teachers en-
gagement rather than their formal qualifications as the main characteristics of ex-
cellence teachers: “student perceptions of teaching excellence emphasise staff
working in an authentic, moral manner to prioritise both students’ short-term and
long-term interests as learners who enjoy learning. These teachers are approach-
able individuals who care about their students’ development, and who work to fa-
cilitate their future successes within and beyond higher education” (Lubicz-
Nawrocka & Bunting, 2018, p. 75).

These studies illustrate the variety of studies that emerge under the label learn-
ing environment. The term academic environment is also sometimes used inter-
changeably with learning environments in a broad sense. Some of the studies in
this section primarily focused on teaching quality and how this is related to stu-
dent experience (for example, Yin et al.,, 2014). While these are examples of studies
that do not explicitly address the characteristics of academic environments as de-
fined in this project, they nevertheless have some consequences for staff profile.
The expectations and factors that shape a productive learning environment, one
can outline a range of expectations for teacher profile and competence. The ques-
tion then is whether and how specific characteristics of teachers (and of academic

environments) can better support learning processes.

DREEM studies of the educational environment

A sub-section of the studies on learning environments were a set of articles that
all employed a specific survey instrument. All these studies used a quantitative
design and applied the Dundee Ready Educational Environment Measure
(DREEM) questionnaire measuring five domains, i.e., students' perception of
learning (SPL), students' perception of teachers (SPT), students' academic self-
perception (SASP), students' perception of atmosphere (SPA), and students' social
self-perception (SSSP). These studies addressed medical students’ perception of

the educational environment. DREEM-based surveys are often used to monitor
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2.3

changes in the educational environment over time, to measure gender differences
or differences according to geography. In the following we provide some examples
of these studies.

Hongkan, Arora, Muenpa, and Chamnan (2018) have examined the perception
of the educational environment among clinical year students in Thailand using the
DREEM questionnaire. They show that students were satisfied with their academic
learning environment, with variations across different size of teaching hospitals.
According to the study authors repeat assessment of educational environment is
needed for monitoring changes after the implementation of educational interven-
tions. Looking at first year students and clinical year students Abraham,
Ramnarayan, Vinod, and Torke (2008) compared two student groups’ perceptions
of learning environment at an Indian College also with respect to gender differ-
ences. In general, learning environment was perceived positively by both students’
groups, even though also critical areas of learning environment at the respective
college was identified. Similarly, Altemani and Merghani (2017) examined gender
differences in students’ perception of quality of the educational environment at a
medical faculty in Saudi. They find significant gender differences in the perception
of the educational environment in favor of female students. In another study,
Mojaddidi et al. (2013) reassessed the perception of all undergraduate students in
a medical college in Taibah for the educational environment during the academic
year 2010-2011 in comparison with the assessment three years earlier to identify
changes. The use of DREEM helped them to identify areas of change in students’
perception in terms of several aspects of the educational environment and to iden-
tify areas in need for improvement by the college administration and staff.

According to specific dimensions of academic environment, the DREEM ques-
tionnaire can identify areas of improvement related to administrative and teach-
ing staff. Nevertheless, these studies also did not explicitly address characteristics

of staff profile and characteristics on the level of academic environments.

How does academic staff matter for students’ learning?

While the search identified few studies that explicitly explored characteristics of
academic environments (e.g. size, scope), our search strategy also included con-
sultation with experts in the field. Based on their recommendations of specific au-

thors and literature, two distinct but interlinked arguments can be proposed.
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2.3.1 Relationship between staff approaches to teaching and student
learning experience

As indicated earlier, there are several studies that emphasize the role of teachers
approaches to teaching for educational quality (Baeten, Dochy, Struyven,
Parmentier, & Vanderbruggen, 2016; Baeten et al,, 2010; Trigwell et al., 1999).
Nevertheless, these studies also highlight that this effect is sometimes difficult to
measure and that there are several contextual factors that also play a role for this
relationship.

Baeten et al. (2010) suggested that while the research evidence is inconclusive
concerning the specific role of student-centred learning environments on stu-
dents’ adoption of deep approaches of learning, the review also suggested that
teacher conceptions and teaching approaches are important, even if modified by
several contextual factors. In a later study Baeten et al. (2016) indicated that in
student-centred learning environments, adequate teacher instruction is important
for student learning. In another study, Hativa, Barak, and Simhi (2001) suggest in
the outset that effective teaching is dependent on how teachers think about their
teaching, their pedagogical knowledge and instructional behaviour. However, re-
viewing literature they also note that research had been inconsistent concerning
how exactly these factors influence behaviour in the classroom. They do, however,
note that the social context in which teaching takes place, likely plays a role (in-
cluding both organizational context, but also other teachers) (Hativa et al.,, 2001,
p. 702). Moreover, their empirical analysis shows that there is also variation in
how effective teaching is achieved. Other studies suggest that staff commitment to
both academic achievement and social integration in the student group are asso-
ciated with high degree of student satisfaction (Xiao & Wilkins, 2015). For educa-
tional quality, then, what the individual teacher does is a rather important factor.

This implies that student learning and teacher activities are inherently inter-
linked. In a recent literature review, Damsa et al. (2015, p. 38) argued that “it is not
feasible to address teaching and learning as isolated processes”, and that recent de-
velopments concerning our understanding of student learning imply that there is
a fundamental change in how students and teachers interact in the process of
knowledge construction. Teachers’ roles vary substantially depending on the ped-
agogical approach. The review concludes that a variety of teaching and learning
methods is likely most productive for quality. However: “quality is most likely not
just an issue of finding adequate combinations in pedagogical approaches. Our re-
view suggests that quality is perhaps more about being conscious of for which pur-
poses and under what conditions different pedagogical approaches are productive”
(Damsa et al,, 2015, p. 62). However, an ability to navigate in this landscape of dif-
ferent pedagogical approaches, and their disciplinary variations sets new de-

mands for the kind of pedagogical competence academic staff should possess.
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2.3.2

A recent empirical study concerning educational quality in the Norwegian con-
text outlined a range of factors that are important for stimulating quality. Among
other things, the manner in which teachers organise tasks, content and processes
has important consequences for students’ learning (Nerland et al., 2018, p. 189).
This finding is also in line with the arguments from Baeten et al. (2016) concerning
the role of teachers’ instruction in student-centred learning environments. In ad-
dition to this, the study by Nerland et al points out the importance of different
forms of curriculum coherence, which also requires collaboration and coordina-
tion among teaching staff. Moreover, given that student bodies are increasingly
diverse (whether in terms of their prior knowledge or their engagement during
the course), there seem to be few “one size fits all” approaches for educational
practices. In order to facilitate students’ learning, “what is needed is guided and
teacher-supported engagement in the knowledge domain, which is organised in line
with the specific knowledge content and practices being worked on in the course and
the learning challenges the students face” (Nerland et al., 2018, p. 194). The quote
effectively sums up the importance of teaching staff in students’ learning pro-
cesses and makes a case for the importance of the pedagogical and content-specific
knowledge of teaching staff.

For a discussion on academic environments, the core question then is the rela-
tionship between individual teacher approaches and competence, and how this is
related to the notion of an academic environment as a more abstract entity. A core
question in this respect is whether members of an academic environment also
share specific characteristics, preferences and conceptions in terms of their peda-
gogical approaches. In other words, is an academic environment more than the

sum of its parts?

Scholarship of teaching and learning

In addition to the individually oriented relationship proposed in the previous sec-
tion, we also identified a set of literature that builds on the notion of “scholarship
of teaching and learning” (Boyer, 1990)10 and collaborative aspects of teaching
practices. Boyers original work suggested a conscious emphasis on teaching as one
aspect of scholarly work, and argued that academic staff should explicitly work on
developing their teaching practices, by among other things emphasizing the role
of communities of practice (Boyer, 1990). Adcroft and Lockwood (2010) suggest
that communities of practices is an important factor in developing and spreading
communities of practice across an institution. In this process, trust and collegiality

are an important factor.

10 These arguments have also been used for the basis for arguing for a strong relationship between
education and research (Brew, 2003; Elken & Wollscheid, 2016; Kreber, 2002).
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A newer strand that focuses on the scholarship of teaching emphasizes strong
microcultures and communicative aspects of teaching practices (Martensson &
Roxa, 2016; Martensson, Roxd, Olsson, & Development, 2011; Roxa, Martensson,
& Alveteg, 2011; Roxa & Martensson, 2009). A shared aspect of these studies is
that they conceptualise academic identities from a socio-cultural perspective and
emphasize collaborative aspects of teaching practices.

Roxa and Martensson (2009) explore the so-called “backstage” of teaching
practices where teachers in higher education have conversations with colleagues
about their educational practices. As they argue, such conversations are para-
mount for developing and also changing conceptions of teaching. Building on
Becher and Trowler’s work on small and large networks in research practices, they
find that similar patterns also apply for teaching. Teachers have meaningful con-
versations with a small number of colleagues. Such conversations are character-
ised by a high degree of trust and intellectual content, and they are predominantly
private in that they involve a limited number of few individuals. Roxd and
Martensson call these small networks “significant networks” for teaching prac-
tices. These significant networks also transcend organizational boundaries (e.g.
departments).

The microcultures perspective suggests that students way of teaching is not
only influenced by the individual teacher, but also by the microcultures in which
the individual teacher is embedded, as the latter directly influences how teachers
are engaged in their teaching practices (Martensson & Rox4, 2016). In another
study, they also argue that any change processes in higher education need to con-
sider the networked characteristics of teaching and learning practices in higher
education. This takes place both in the small tightly knit clusters that they empha-
sized in the 2009 study, but also takes place in the broader networks that are char-
acterised by weak ties. Any attempts to change practices thus need to take a com-
prehensive approach - both concerning different initiatives and also over time
(Roxd etal,, 2011).

However, while these studies clearly emphasize the collaborative aspect of
teaching and establish that having a productive academic environment is im-
portant for educational quality, they do not provide specific quantitative measures
on conceptualising the specific optimal size of an academic environment, nor its

scope and stability.

Summing up methodological limitations

Finally, we summarise the most important limitations of method used in this pro-
ject. A systematic review approach requires a well-defined research question

building on clearly defined terms. Given limitations in time and resources, we
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applied a brief review format, that requires a less complex search strategy com-
pared to a full systematic review, including a limited number of sources and a more
efficient way to map and synthesise studies.

At the same time, any approach informed by systematic review methodology
remains challenging as the review questions (R1 and R2) are based on broad terms
with unclear boundaries and ambiguous terminology. These challenges are well-
known in the field of higher education, characterized as multi-disciplinary with a
lack of unambiguous terminology (Bearman et al., 2012) and highly related to na-
tional contexts.

"

The Norwegian term ‘fagmiljg’” is highly contextualized and difficult to trans-
late into English without changing its meaning. The English term “academic envi-
ronment” is broader than the Norwegian term and includes both staff and course-
related characteristics in addition to social characteristics (e.g., tutoring, mentor-
ing). We were aware that broad research or review questions including ambiguous
and unclear key terms, led to a relatively broad and time-consuming literature
search, that might result into few relevant studies. This was also the case for the
review at hand.

Higher education as a research field is relatively non-standardized in terms of
keywords, as opposed to medical research with a long tradition of reporting in a
standardized manner. Thus, too specific and rigid defined inclusion criteria that
are reflected in the search strategy might probably result in false positive and false
negative results in case of ambiguity concerning key terms (see also Bearman et
al. 2012). To address this issue, we conducted an extensive search in several data-
bases combined with alternative sources and alternative search strategies, such as
consultation with experts in the field. Given limitations in time and resources and
the chosen format of a brief review, we made compromises in the selection pro-
cess, by choosing a sample of studies for further screening and analysis.

Finally, we ended up with relatively few studies that were assessed as relevant
for answering the review questions. In the first step, we included a larger number
of studies, including those with medium or little potential relevant. In the second
step, we focused on studies that were termed as relevant based on the title and
abstract. In the final stage, these studies were qualitatively reviewed. However, the
terms academic environment and learning environment sometimes seem to be
used interchangeably, which also implied that in the qualitative synthesis further
studies were discarded from the overall list.

One main limitation in the systematic review methodology refers to the open-
ness of our review questions and the ambiguity of the terminology. Our sample of
selected studies can be characterized as highly heterogenous in terms of research
question, terminology, method and findings. To provide an example, studies inves-

tigating the importance of academic environment on quality dimensions showed
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to be different both in how they defined academic environment and quality in ed-
ucation. Moreover, the included studies were conducted in quite different coun-
tries. National context is of importance for how the terms educational quality and
academic environment are defined and understood, which again makes it difficult
to synthesise and compare the studies in our sample. To address this limitation,
we used few and simple categories as reference.

Despite these limitations, the review did identify some important knowledge
gaps. Thus, we can provide some implications for further research and the review
of the regulations. At the same time, our synthesis does not allow a systematic ac-
count of disciplinary differences (R3).
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3.1

Discussion

In this chapter, we first discuss the implications of findings, then focus on current
formulations in the academic supervision regulations in light of the findings from
the literature review, and then provide some concluding remarks.

In the outset, this review was guided by three research questions:

e RQ1: What does the research literature say about the relationship between the
characteristics of the academic environment (for instance size and quality) and
the quality of the education offered?

e RQ2: What does the research literature say about similarities and differences
between disciplines and types of study programmes (theory-oriented, prac-
tice-oriented and artistic programmes) in terms of the characteristics of the ac-
ademic environment and the quality of the education?

e RQ3: To which extent are the relevant requirements in NOKUT’s academic su-

pervisions regulations research-based?

As emphasized in the previous chapter, the results concerning research question
one were limited, when examining this relationship on group level. We will further
elaborate on the explanations and implications in the next section (3.1). Concern-
ing research question two, it is clear that the sample of studies identified in this
review is far too small to make conclusive arguments about disciplinary differ-
ences. Concerning research question three, we will examine this in the final section
of this repot (3.2).

Limited findings = limited effect of the academic
environments?

While studies on scholarship of teaching emphasize the importance of social di-
mension for teaching and there are indeed ample studies that emphasize the socio-
cultural aspects of teaching practise, our targeted literature searches did not yield
in a large number of studies. Do limited findings in the search imply that the char-

acteristics of academic environment do not matter for educational quality? While
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3.11

we cannot identify many studies to examine this relationship, there are a number
of other, more indirect, arguments for why it would be invalid to conclude that the
effects would likely be limited.

The characteristics of academic environments that are in focus in this study are
placed on group level. They concern the size, scope, formal competence, and sta-
bility of a group of academic staff that is involved in providing a study programme.
While there are studies that examine the influence of individual teachers and a
range of studies have examined broader factors on institutional level (see
Brockerhoff, Huisman, & Laufer, 2015, pp. 23-28 for a summary of various
studies), academic environments as defined here represent the ‘meso’ level. As
discussed in our methodology section and the concluding limitations section in
previous chapter, the notion of ‘fagmiljg’ can be somewhat abstract and difficult to
translate. While it cannot be directly equalized by formal organizational structure
(e.g. units such as department), in some institutions this can be the case. This also
makes it very difficult to identify group level characteristics in a systematic man-
ner from a research perspective. Even studies that focus on academic staff would
more often emphasize the individual characteristics of academic staff or the spe-
cific teaching approaches and methods, rather than explore the characteristics of
groups of staff connected to a study programme. Why is there a lack of studies that

examine this explicitly?

Possible explanations

In our view, the lack of studies can have several possible explanations. One possi-
ble explanation, of course, is that studying this relationship is rather difficult, given
that the notions of academic environment (or group, community) and educational
quality are both rather ambiguous - even when only conceptualised in English,
without all the troubles of translation. The ambiguity implies that any attempt to
systematically study this as a (causal) relationship would be prone for a whole
range of errors and in this manner not necessarily yield valid and meaningful re-
sults. Given that any such effect would likely be indirect it would consist of a whole
chain of effects where various contextual factors would also have a significant role.
Therefore, one explanation could be that this specific relationship is just academ-
ically not viable to study.

An entirely different possible explanation is that there is also an element of
common sense in some of the dimensions of interest. The fact that you need a suf-
ficient number of teachers to be able to provide education can also be seen as ra-
ther straight forward, rendering the necessity to study this as irrelevant and un-
necessary. Of course, this nevertheless leaves open the question of scaling and size

of academic communities.
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A third possible explanation has to do with structural aspects of research on
quality in higher education. In general, studies that examine what matters for good
quality teaching and learning are not very well connected with more organization-
ally oriented studies of quality in higher education (Elken & Stensaker, 2018).
Thus, the lack of studies that link together educational quality of the students and
the more organizationally framed questions of group characteristics might well be
a result of research traditions in this area. From our screening of the broader set
of studies, it seems that several studies that are on a more organizational level in-
stead seem to focus on much more practical and overarching concerns regarding
educational quality: e.g. changing accountability regimes, rankings, reduced re-
sources, overcrowded classrooms and lack of infrastructure, to name a few. Stud-
ies of student learning, on the other hand, seem to focus much more on the specific
teaching and learning situations and approaches that can facilitate quality of learn-
ing processes.

Moreover, while we have in multiple instances emphasized that the term aca-
demic environment is complex, it should also be emphasized that educational
quality is by no means less ambiguous and multifaceted term. If the measure
adopted is the assurance of a high-quality learning process, then this also sets spe-
cific boundaries for how such effects can be studied and point towards the meth-
odological complexities of establishing causal arguments about the factors that
matter for students learning. While recent literature has established that student
centred teaching approaches tend to have a positive effect, such approaches also
provide a range of challenges and dilemmas (Nerland & Prgitz, 2018) and require
that teaching staff has sufficient competence to address these dilemmas and can
discuss study programme coordination and organisation to mitigate these.

What does this mean for the questions raised in this study? While we have not
identified many studies at a group level, in section 2.3.1 we emphasized some of
the ample literature that has emphasized the role of teacher approaches to teach-
ing in facilitating productive student learning processes (Baeten et al., 2010;
Trigwell et al., 1999). There is no reason to assume that this relevance would dis-
appear on group level, whether this group is defined by organizational boundaries
or more abstractly, such as the case for academic environments. Given that much
of teaching in higher education is conducted individually, these studies have obvi-
ous relevance for any discussions on academic environments as defined in the
Norwegian regulation. The consequence, however, is that there is some distance
between the concept ‘academic environment’ and the specific educational prac-
tices.

Thus, we would nevertheless conclude that, despite the seeming lack of studies

that precisely examine the points emphasized in the research questions, it is clear

36 ® Working Paper 2019:1



3.1.2

that staff engagement, competence and profile are important factors for educa-
tional quality.

How does academic environment matter?

If we maintain that staff engagement, competence and profile are important, how
can this be aggregated to group level? While the literature examined did not pro-
vide precise arguments, we argue that there are several chains of arguments. To
exemplify this, we provide a reasoning concerning formal staff competence and
size of academic environments in the following paragraphs.

If one then assumes that there is sufficient evidence to argue that the charac-
teristics of the teachers matter for quality of education, and that these effects
would not disappear on group level, this implicitly also creates expectations on
group level. While it is possible for each individual teacher to obtain knowledge
about teaching approaches by their own initiative in an informal manner, one can
expect that the overall levels of pedagogical competence in a group would matter.
Indeed, on a group level, it has been shown that academic development courses
show positive effects in terms of changing teachers’ conceptions of teaching
(Trigwell et al., 2012, p. 507).

In a similar vein, one can also expect that their level and scope of their subject
knowledge would matter if one expects that teaching and research should be
linked. While there is variation in how teaching and learning can be combined and
what this implies for the role of individual staff (to be an active researcher or to
have researcher competence), most of these would imply the necessity to have
some form of research competence (Elken & Wollscheid, 2016). Given that in the
Norwegian context both research competence and pedagogical competence are
criteria for obtaining professor status (while the former has been traditionally pri-
oritized), one can argue that formal staff competence matters. This does not mean
that academic qualifications are a guarantee for quality of teaching on individual
level, but on a b road level one can assume that this would be a relevant indicator.
It is less clear, however, how this should be quantified.

Having in mind that educational provision is a complex task in modern higher
education institutions, there are a range of factors that contribute to this task and
that indirectly point towards the fact that ‘academic environments matter’ and that
for example the size of an academic environment would have some implication for
teaching in the study programme. There is a purely practical consideration. Given
that one person has specific number of working hours, you do need a certain
amount of staff to actually teach the courses that are included in the study pro-
gramme. A practical consideration is also that it will be obviously different to teach

a course with three students, from one that has 300 students. These two situations

37 e Working Paper 2019:1



would have essentially different demands in terms of resources that need to be
available for teaching and assessment. Too limited teaching resources can also
have adverse effects on pedagogical choices in the course if efficiency concerns
completely override any academic arguments. This is particularly important when
discussing aspects such as feedback that students receive (or the lack thereof), or
supervision capacity necessary among academic staff when balance of bachelor
and master degree students is changing.

However, there is also an organizational aspect, which means that there are dif-
ferent ways to organize teaching and research tasks, and that this also has conse-
quences for staff teaching capacity. For instance, this would concern whether staff
also has research time in their position, and if so, how much research time aca-
demic staff has. One can also argue that there would be an academic consideration,
as any staff allocated for teaching tasks also needs to update their knowledge that
is being transmitted to students. Teaching as a scholarly activity is not just the time
spent in classroom or marking exams, there is also a scholarly dimension of being
up to date in the specific field.

It is less clear, at least in existing literature we have examined in this review,
whether all of the above can be adequately measured in quantitative terms and
whether requiring that academic environments providing a study programme in-
clude certain shares of staff with a specific academic qualification (e.g. professor
level competence or PhD) would be a sufficient guarantee for quality. Thus, it is by
no means clear that there is a positive exponential relationship between size and
quality - that bigger is always better, beyond certain minimum numbers physically
necessary to be able to provide the courses in the study programme.

All of the above raises questions about the term academic environments and
what is actually meant by the term. While we have emphasized that the term is
difficult to translate to English, its implications are not necessarily clear in Norwe-
gian either. For example, the notion of ‘fagmilj@’ does not necessarily imply a com-
munity of practice among academic staff concerning their teaching activities. Such
a community of practice could also imply that there is some sense of shared con-
ceptions of teaching and learning (e.g. agreement on the use of various teaching
methods), by for example emphasizing scholarship of teaching perspectives.

In sum, while all of these suggest that there are good reasons to argue that the
academic environment responsible for providing an educational programme
should have some form of minimum size and that it is important that teaching staff
is competent, existing research provides meagre evidence for more precise state-
ments and the studies that were identified in the review suggest a rather scattered

set of evidence.
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Academic supervisions regulations

NOKUTs academic supervision regulations were revised in 201711, The regula-
tions form the basic guideline for quality assurance procedures. The regulations
consist of six chapters that provide a basic framework for assessment of quality in
supervision processes and also accreditation processes of study programmes and
institutions. The requirements for academic environment are listed in Section 2.2
that stipulates the criteria for obtaining accreditation.

The requirements include seven points:

1. The academic environment for each programme must be of a size proportionate to
the number of students and the programme’s characteristics, be stable over time in
terms of competence and have a composition that covers the programme’s topics and
subjects.

2. The academic environment must have relevant educational competence.

3. The programme must have a clear academic leadership with defined responsibilities
for quality assurance and the development of the study programme.

4. At least 50 per cent of the academic full-time equivalents affiliated to the pro-
gramme must be staff with their primary employment at the institution. Of these, ac-
ademic staff with at least associate professor qualifications must be represented
among those who teach the core elements of the programme. In addition, the follow-
ing requirements apply to the academic environment’s level of competence:

- For first-cycle programmes, at least 20 per cent of the members of the academic
environment must have at least associate professor qualifications.

- For second-cycle programmes, at least 50 per cent of the members of the academic
environment must have at least associate professor qualifications. Within this 50 per
cent, at least 10 per cent must have professor or docent qualifications.

- For third-cycle programmes, the academic environment must consist of academic
staff with at least associate professor qualifications. At least 50 per cent must have
professor or docent qualifications.

5. The academic environment must be actively engaged in research and academic de-
velopment work and/or artistic research, and be able to demonstrate documented re-
sults with a satisfactory quality and scope in relation to the programme’s content and
level.

6. The academic environment for programmes that lead to a degree must actively par-
ticipate in national and international partnerships and networks that are relevant for
the programme.

7. For programmes involving mandatory supervised professional training, the mem-
bers of the academic environment must have relevant and updated knowledge from

the field of the professional practice.

11 https://www.nokut.no/siteassets/om-nokut/nokut academic supervisions regulations.pdf
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Based on the review and reasoning, we can argue that academic environments
matter, especially if one views teaching as a scholarly activity itself. However, a
key concern for these criteria is the definition of academic environments in these
criteria. In these regulations, an academic environment refers to the staff respon-
sible for programme provision. For professional fields, this can be a rather com-
plicated definition, given that there may be several academic environments in-
volved.

Concerning the first criterion, there are some possible arguments in literature
for benefits of full-time staff and concerns for academic development of fixed term
staff, but the evidence has not been sufficiently broad to make conclusive state-
ments regarding this. Small-scale studies would also suggest that smaller cam-
puses can also have certain benefits, but these results should be validated in a
more systematic manner. It is rather obvious that some minimum level is neces-
sary to operate a study programme, but the specific scale and scope beyond this
has not been quantified in existing literature.

Concerning the second criterion, studies would emphasize positive effects of
academic development, but there are also other ambiguous results. Nevertheless,
the general argument in the research seems to support that pedagogical courses
can change teachers’ approaches to teaching.

Concerning the third criterion, the review did not explicitly address the issue of
leadership. This has been an important topic in Norway, but existing studies sug-
gest that this function has in the Norwegian context also been rather underspeci-
fied (Aamodt et al., 2016).

Concerning the fourth and fifth criteria, the evidence seems to be rather com-
plicated. A point raised in the literature is the issue of incentive structures, and
how this can influence the priorities of fixed vs permanent staff. If systems only
prioritize research, this is also likely to influence behaviour of staff, especially staff
who are in recruitment positions.

Fifth and sixth criteria both refer to staff competence and their research activi-
ties. While the studies included in this review suggested that there are some ben-
efits of staff research competence, they also noted that it is not important that staff
research is world-class or cutting edge, or that it would not be possible to provide
high quality education without research profile. However, a study among educa-
tional leaders in Norway suggested that a key factor for changes in study pro-
gramme were developments within the discipline or field of study (Aamodt et al,,
2016). This would suggest that it is important that staff who provides the educa-
tion are up to date concerning recent developments.

In sum, there is little evidence in the literature examined that it would be pos-
sible to establish a simple quantification of how large share of staff should have a

specific level of competence. There is, however, ample evidence that it is beneficial
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that there is an ‘environment’ and that staff can develop a community of practice
as teachers. This has been emphasized in studies of scholarship of teaching since
the 1990s, and there are no indications that this would be any less relevant in con-
temporary higher education institutions, with new demands for productive teach-
ing and learning methods that can enhance students’ learning processes.

If one does make a case for a more collaborative approach and emphasis on
practices, this could be seen to have a range of implications for how to think about
facilitating educational quality. It would emphasize the necessity to examine the
specific collaborative practices within an academic environment, and also have
implications for how pedagogical training is organised, just to provide some ex-
amples. Moreover, an important baseline in Norwegian higher education is to pro-
vide research-based education. While the formal research competence of teaching
staff is an important factor in providing research-based education, a more collab-
oratively and student-centred oriented approach would also suggest that it is pro-
ductive to examine what students actually do and how they are engaged in inquiry
activities, and not just staff competence.

In other words, one cannot a priori assume that academic environments would
work with educational quality in a collaborative manner. Rather than assuming
that a group of academic staff with specific criteria would automatically provide
high quality education, it is perhaps more productive to shift focus on what aca-
demic environments actually do, how they collectively work to enhance educa-
tional quality. In recent research, this kind of emphasis on practices has been em-
phasized as an important dimensions when discussing educational quality (Elken
& Stensaker, 2018). There are good reasons to think that these arguments would

also be relevant for discussions of academic environments.
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Appendix

Table 2. Simple description of the studies considered

Study ID Country Aims
(first

author,

year)

1 Barattucci Italy The relationship between academic environment and learning quality has be-
(2017) come central, leading to a broad range of studies. In the present study we in-

vestigated the applicability of Biggs' 3P learning process model to the Italian
context.

2 de Morais Portugal A conducive academic environment for learning relates to the provision of op-
(2017) portunities for the assumption of responsibility and directed reflection, which

refer to the possibility of applying the knowledge to diverse circumstances and
their respective directed and guided reflection. This study aimed to identify
such opportunities at a Pedagogy course, in the perception of students and
teachers

3 Elen (2007) Belgium This contribution explores the relationship between teacher-centred and stu-

dent-centred learning environments from a student's perspective

4 Berbegal- Spain Universities must ensure that academic staff are qualified and competent for
Mirabent performing their job. Teaching and research are two key activities in which lec-
(2018) turers should excel. (..) This study aims at shedding new light on this debate.

We first examine the relationship between teaching experience and student
satisfaction. In a second stage we explore the mediating effect of research in-
tensity in this relationship. Lastly, we examine potential differences due to con-
tract status.

5 Garcia-Ara- European  This article identifies those aspects of the academic environment that are asso-
cil (2012) ciated with graduates' overall satisfaction with their higher education (HE)

course.

6 Harvey Australia Quality learning and teaching with sessional staff: systematising good practice
(2017) for academic development

7 Martinez Columbia  Using official databases from the Colombian Ministry of Education for the year
(2015) 2009, this study explores through analysis of variance the relationship between

attrition and three measures of academic quality: accreditation status, profes-
sional test scores required to graduate (Saber Pro Exam) and the number of re-
search groups at HEI.

8 Lubicz- Scotland This research explores student voice and student perceptions of teaching excel-
Nawrocka lence in higher education, and authors suggest implications for student engage-
(2019) ment and student/staff partnerships in teaching and learning.

9 Ozcan Turkey The purpose of this study was to examine undergraduate students' perceptions
(2013) of teaching quality.
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10 Mojarradi Iran This paper presents an analysis of the factors influencing the practical training
(2016) quality of agricultural higher education programmes from the senior students'
perspective
11 Cardoso Portugal This paper is concerned with the institutional level implementation of European
(2015) and national policies which target the quality of teaching staff. It reports on the
findings of a study conducted in order to analyse if Portuguese higher education
institutions are taking measures to improve and assure the quality of teaching
staff in compliance particularly with the ESG
12 Sarrico Portugal This article embarks on an empirical study of what academic staff quality
(2016) means, how it is measured, and how different aspects of staff quality relate to
each other. It draws on the relatively nascent Portuguese experience with study
programme accreditation.
13 Goenner us This study examines the role of institutional factors in determining graduation
(2004) rates at doctoral universities
14 Ellis (2005) Australia Staff and students at small regional campuses often consider them to be a
learning environment with many advantages. Students can benefit from the op-
portunities for enhanced access to staff provided by factors such as small clas-
ses and a compact campus. International students from non-English-speaking
backgrounds are one group for whom these factors can be particularly helpful
in their adjustment to a new society as well as in their continuing study pro-
gram. This belief is tested in the study described in this paper.
15 Kilgour interna- Problem-based learning (PBL) and other small-group, active learning methodol-
(2016) tional ogies have been widely adopted into undergraduate and postgraduate
healthcare curricula across the world. Although much research has examined
student perceptions of these innovative teaching pedagogies, there are still
questions over which factors influence these views. This article aims to identify
these key elements that affect healthcare student satisfaction with PBL and
other small-group learning methods, including case-based and team-based
learning
16 Lenton UK In this study, we examine the determinants of the NSS overall student satisfac-
(2015) tion score across eleven subject areas for 121 UK universities between 2007 and
2010.
17 Meizlish us This paper presents a quasi-experimental evaluation of a required, teaching-fo-
(2018) cused, new faculty program at a large research university
18 Stes (2012) Belgium Importance of instructional development program (competency) for beginning
university teachers on students' learning outcomes
19 Richards This article reports on a learning and teaching project undertaken in the School
(2017) of Justice (Faculty of Law) at Queensland University of Technology that sought
to address this issue. The project involved delivering an evidence-based training
workshop to all casual academic staff in the School, on how to provide quality
constructive feedback to students
20 Saleh (2012) Iraq This study aimed to assess the existing teaching methods in the Hawler College
of Medicine, Iraq from teaching staff perspectives and assess the knowledge of
the teaching staff about student-centred learning
21 Gibbs UK/ inter-  This article reports a study on the effectiveness of university teachers’ training
(2004) national involving 22 universities in 8 countries. A training group of teachers and their
students were studied at the start of their training and one year later. A control
group of new teachers received no training and both they and their students
were studied in the same way.
22 Balasooriya Australia This study investigates the impact of a new integrated medical educational de-
(2009) sign on students' approaches to learning.
23 Yin (2015) China this study examined the quality of undergraduate teaching by investigating the

relationships between students' course experience, the learning outcomes
demonstrated by the students and the learning environment.
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24 Cheng UK Student satisfaction and the quality of education are of compelling interest to
(2016) students, academic staff, policy-makers and higher education researchers inter-
nationally. There is a widespread belief in their cause and effect' relationship.
This paper tests these beliefs and explores how the level of student satisfaction
is linked with the perceived quality of PhD education.
25 Sin (2017) Portugal The paper analyses the impact of programme accreditation in Portugal further
to the operations of the Agency for Assessment and Accreditation of Higher Ed-
ucation, which were initiated in 2009.
26 Vnouckova Czech The quality of education, lessons, subjects and teachers perceived by students
(2016) Republic is currently often discussed topic regarding strategic management of universi-
ties. Assessment of higher education learning outcomes represents internaliza-
tion of a higher education competition. The aim of the article is to evaluate per-
ception of education quality of lectures, subjects and teachers by university stu-
dents in the area of human resource management in private Czech university
and to identify main approaches to academic staff.
27 McLean UK The paper argues that research activity is a strong condition for teachers of uni-
(2004). versity history to pursue student progress
28 Marsh Australia Plausible arguments can be made as to why teaching and research activities
(2002) should be complementary, conflicting, or unrelated to each other
29 Magi (2016)  Estonia In the global competition of higher education, research intensity has become
the key indicator of the quality of universities. This raises the issue of how, and
whether at all, a research-intensive environment offers a better learning experi-
ence for students. One potential answer to this dilemma lies in research-related
teaching. In this empirical paper we examine whether research-active staff
members are indeed different teachers and whether they are more likely to use
research-related teaching practices
30 Deignan England Traditional lecture-based teaching methods are being replaced or supple-
(2009) mented by approaches which call for reframing the roles and identities of
teachers and learners. Enquiry-Based Learning (EBL) is one such approach. This
paper reports on a study investigating the perceptions of staff and students
(N=25) involved in an EBL capacity building project in the north-west of England
31 Vereijken Nether- In this study, we describe relationships between first-year medical student per-
(2018) lands ceptions of research, learning outcomes and beliefs about the value of re-
search.
32 Jenkins UK This study investigates the relationship between teaching and research focusing
(1998) on undergraduate students from a range of disciplines
33 Turner North- This paper explores the implications of the effective integration of research,
(2008) America teaching and learning for academic development through the lens of an inter-
national multi-institutional comparison of student perceptions of research and
its impact on their learning environment.
34 Garcia-Ara- European  This article identifies those aspects of the academic environment that are asso-
cil (2012) ciated with graduates' overall satisfaction with their higher education (HE)
course
35 Jensen UK This paper explores a model for developing student and staff partnerships to
(2016) enhance the quality of teaching and learning and situates the model in litera-
ture on student engagement
36 Shin South The relationship between teaching and research is a controversial issue in
Korea higher education research. Many empirical studies have reported a near zero

relationship although academics believe that teaching and research are related
in diverse ways.This study focused on how the relationship differs by faculty
characteristics (career stage and their academic ability), their affiliated
disciplines and each measure of research publication (book, domestic journal
and international journal publication), to address the gaps between empirical
studies and academics’ beliefs.
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37 Trigwell Australia Four different indicators are used to assess the impact of a year-long university
(2011) teaching development programme in an Australian research-led university.
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