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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

This report focuses on the responses of 5,886 Canadian university students who were enrolled 

in the winter 2010 term to questions about their favourite and least-favourite classes of the 

previous academic year.   The key findings of the report are: 

• The key elements or factors that make a class a student’s favourite are: interesting 

subject matter, an engaging teaching style, and interesting course readings.  These are 

also the three factors whose absence is most likely to make a class a student’s least-

favourite. 

• Though favourite classes tend to be somewhat smaller than least-favourite ones, 

students do not rate class-size as being as especially important as a factor in making a 

class a favourite or least favourite.  This reinforces the notion that the size of a class 

matters less than what goes on inside it. 

• Students generally did not think that the intelligent participation of other students had 

much of an impact on a class being a favourite or least-favourite.  Combined with the 

very strong results for teacher engagement, this may suggest that students view their 

education less in terms of participation (at least in class) and more as a passive 

reception of knowledge. 

• Teachers in favourite classes were believed to have stronger reputations for research 

excellence than teachers in least-favourite classes. 

• Differences of gender, field of study and year of study had only very weak effects on the 

results.  The key results noted above hold regardless of these factors. 

The data reported here point unequivocally to the conclusion that for most students, the key 

variable in making a great educational experience was the subject matter at hand and quality of 

the teaching.  While not completely irrelevant, technology, class size, teaching assistants were 

considerably less important than the main factors.   

The clearest message that emerges from this study is that students want professors to “keep it 

interesting.”  Therefore, the key question for universities is: what institutional policies exist to 

make sure that professors are “keeping it interesting?”  Given the increasing degree to which 

student fees are relied upon to fund university operations, it’s a question students should be 

asking in ever-louder voices. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Over the past few years, there has been an increasing tendency within Canadian Higher 

Education to survey students for the purpose of understanding aspects of the student 

experience.  The Canadian Undergraduate Survey Consortium has for over a decade asked 

students how satisfied they are with various aspects of their university experience; the Globe 

and Mail has now done something similar on a pan-Canadian basis for close to a decade.  

These provide interesting data, but they neither provide any guidance as to the relative 

importance of the different aspects of their experience, nor do they provide much insight into the 

origin or causes of satisfaction or dissatisfaction. 

More recently, the National Survey of Student Experience (NSSE), an American product 

adopted for Canadian usage, has gained widespread acceptance in Canadian universities and 

has even been implemented for policy purposes in some jurisdictions.  NSSE does not measure 

satisfaction directly (though its results are reasonably tightly correlated with satisfaction), but 

rather asks students about the presence or absence of certain experiences within their 

educational institution, with “quality of educational experience” being inferred on the basis of the 

responses.  But this approach is laden with assumptions: the makers of the survey assume that 

certain classroom practices are indicative of a positive learning environment, but these have 

never really been tested in a Canadian context. 

Remarkably, however, no one ever seems to ask students themselves what they think 

constitutes an excellent educational experience or what contributes to such an educational 

experience.  Obviously, students are not in the most ideal situation to assess what is or is not an 

excellence in education: since they are still students, they cannot yet assess the longer-term 

implications of their learning.  However, not being in an ideal situation does not make their 

opinion worthless; as active consumers of education, they are in a position to say what aspects 

of their education they do and don’t like and which they think will and will not be useful to them 

in the future. 

This Intelligence Brief aims to make a contribution to the debate on educational and teaching 

quality by examining the question of what makes university students like or dislike particular 

classes.  Since each class is a “unit” or “quanta” of education, an examination of this question is 

an important avenue into understanding students’ overall views on what constitutes educational 

quality.  

METHODOLOGY 

The data in this report were collected during an online survey conducted by Higher Education 

Strategy Associates between 22 June and 8 July, 2010.  5,886 individuals aged 18 and older 

who had been enrolled in an undergraduate program in a degree-granting institution at some 

point in the 2009-2010 academic year were included in the survey.  Though respondents came 

from all provinces in Canada, results in this report have been subsequently weighted to ensure 

accurate representation of gender and regional distribution of Canadian university students.  

The resulting sample is not a purely random one, as survey respondents are all members of 

Higher Education Strategy Associates' online research panel and have participated in at least 

one other previous survey administered Higher Education Strategy Associates or its Canadian 
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Education Project.  Because they are not based on random probability samples, the concept of 

“margin of sampling error” is not applicable.   Based on comparisons between our sample and 

those of other major student surveys such as Statistics Canada’s Youth in Transition Survey, or 

one of the Canadian Undergraduate Survey Consortium’s three rotating surveys, we are 

confident that our sample is a reasonably representative one. 

RESEARCH FINDINGS: KEY ELEMENTS OF STUDENTS’ FAVOURITE AND LEAST-

FAVOURITE CLASSES 

Survey respondents were asked the question: “With respect to your favourite course in the last 

academic year, on a scale of 1 to 9 where 1 is not important and 9 is very important, how 

important were each of the following factors in making it your favourite course?”  Their mean 

scores were as shown below in Table 1. 

TABLE 1 – IMPORTANCE OF VARIOUS FACTORS IN THE MAKING OF A FAVOURITE COURSE 

Factor  Mean Score 

(out of 9) 

Interesting subject matter 8.24 

Instructor’s engaging teaching style 7.85 

Interesting course texts/materials 7.33 

Interesting and challenging assignments 6.55 

Helpful and knowledgeable teaching assistants 5.74 

Intelligent contributions from other students  5.52 

Use of up-to-date technology/equipment  5.51 

Small class size 5.27 

Easy work-load 4.92 

 

Table 1 shows very clearly that the three core elements of a great classroom were: “interesting 

subject matter,” “engaging teaching” and “interesting course texts/materials.”  Having 

challenging assignments was also a moderately important factor in the making of a favourite 

class, but it trailed the “big three” factors by some distance.  Other factors were of considerably 

less importance; small class sizes and easy work-loads were the least important of all factors. 

Further analysis of these scores by year and field of study does not substantially alter the 

picture.  Year of study had absolutely no effect on the scores of the top three factors, but it did 

alter the picture for other factors such as teaching assistants (6.08 for first year students vs. 

5.33 for final year students), and class sizes (5.75 for final year students vs. 5.09 for first -year 

students).  The importance of class sizes, challenging assignments and having intelligent 

student colleagues rose slightly with year of study, while the importance of an easy workload 

and up-to-date technology fell slightly.  However, none of these small changes materially alters 

the picture shown in table 1. 

A field of study analysis produced only minor caveats to the overall analysis.  As it turns out, the 

figure for “interesting course texts and materials” was driven to an extent by very high scores 
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given by students the humanities and social sciences (who gave this factor a rating of 7.75 and 

7.70, respectively); excluding these students would not drop the factor out of the top three, but it 

would reduce the gap with the 4th placed-factor (interesting and challenging assignments) 

considerably.  The “contribution of other students” were considered substantially more important 

by students in the fields of study of education, fine arts, humanities and social sciences than in 

sciences and engineering. 

Finally, gender also played a small role in the importance placed on various factors as women, 

on average, give systematically higher scores to most factors than did men, by roughly a third of 

a point. This does not, however, change the overall analysis as the rank order of importance  

It should not be a surprise to learn that the factors that made good classes good were also the 

ones that made bad classes bad; however, there were some subtle differences which are well 

worth some examination.  Table 2 shows how students described the factors that made their 

least favourite class their least favourite. 

TABLE 2 – IMPORTANCE OF VARIOUS FACTORS IN THE MAKING OF A LEAST-FAVOURITE COURSE 

Factor Mean Score 

(out of 9) 

Instructor’s unengaging teaching style 7.23 

Uninteresting course materials/texts 6.89 

Uninteresting subject matter  6.74 

Boring or unchallenging assignments 6.13 

Unhelpful or unknowledgeable teaching 

assistants 

5.54 

Heavy work-load 5.45 

Weak contributions from other students  4.57 

Large class size 4.32 

Out-of-date technology/equipment used 4.25 

 

Though the scores and order of factors were somewhat different, the basic picture was 

essentially the same: subject matter, teaching style and course materials remained the “big 

three” factors.  However, within the big three, the order of importance changed: whereas 

interesting subject matter was the most important factor in making a “favourite” class, it was only 

third most important in making a “least favourite” class.  Conversely, unengaging teachers were 

the main factor in creating a least favourite class while they were only the second most 

important factor in the creation of favourite classes.  Or, to put it another way, a good teacher 

can help make a good class, but a bad teacher can make it truly awful. 

Year of study was a much less important predictor of what makes a bad class a bad class: on 

most factors, very little varied between students in different years.  The only exception was with 

respect to having bad teaching assistants, which was a more important factor for first-year 

students than upper-year students (presumably because the latter are less likely to be in 

courses which actually use teaching assistants).  There was some variation in answers by field 

of study, but few of which were consistent or especially surprising.  One unexpected result, 
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however, came from the question about the effect of having out-of-date technology.  

Unsurprisingly, humanities students gave the lowest score to this factor, but students in the 

physical and life sciences and in math/computer science also scored it quite low as a factor – 

just 4.36 and 3.83, respectively.  Compared to the salience of having an unengaging teacher, 

which both groups rated as over 7.0, poor technology simply didn’t rate as a reason for 

considering a class one’s least favourite.  The lesson here, perhaps, is that good teachers can 

make a class memorable even in the absence of jazzy technology or equipment; conversely, 

having great technology doesn’t negate the presence of a bad teacher. 

Class size came near the bottom of the list of factors on students’ lists of what made a favourite 

or least-favourite class.  Given how much attention and emphasis is given to this issue – 

especially in rankings systems like those of Maclean’s magazine – one might have thought that 

the small class issue would have been a bigger factor.  However, the finding does need to be 

interpreted with some caution: just because it is low on the rank order of importance does not 

mean it is completely irrelevant.  In fact, when students were asked to estimate the number of 

students in their favourite and least-favourite classes, their responses indicated that favourite 

classes were more likely to be smaller than their least-favourite classes, as shown below in 

Table 3.   

TABLE 3 – SIZE CHARACTERISTICS OF FAVOURITE AND LEAST FAVOURITE CLASSES 

 Favourite Class Least-favourite class 

Was smaller than other classes  30.5% 17.3% 

Was about the same size as other classes  56.2% 55.1% 

Was bigger than most other classes  13.3% 27.5% 

Average class size  114 141 

Median class size 60 80 
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Finally, students were asked about their professor’s reputation, particularly for research, within 

their field of study.  The object of this was to determine if a relationship between perceived 

research-intensity and “favourite” or “least-favourite” classes could be obtained.  Results here of 

course need to be viewed with some caution, because the results are measuring students’ 

perceptions of their professors’ standing within a field rather than some more objective measure 

such as bibliometrics; nevertheless, they may reflect to some degree on the extent to which 

research and teaching are related to one another.  The results are shown below in Table 4: 

TABLE 4 - STUDENTS' PERCEPTIONS OF PROFESSORS' RESEARCH STANDING 

 Professors in 

Favourite Classes 

Professors in Least 

Favourite Classes 

Mean Score (out of 9) 6.39 5.28 

% responding “Don’t Know” 25.2% 30.8% 

 

What Table 4 shows is that professors in favourite classes were believed by students to have a 

higher research standing than professors in least-favourite classes.  This should not be 

interpreted to mean that good researchers necessarily make better teachers on average – the 

sample being used does not permit us to infer this.  What it may tell us is that the best learning 

experiences occur with professors who are more research-involved.  This makes a certain 

degree of intuitive sense: a mix of great teaching and great research is indeed a superlative 

experience, but it does not follow that all great researchers are also great teachers.  

CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS 

The data reported here point unequivocally to the conclusion that for most students, the key 

variable in making a great educational experience was the subject matter at hand and quality of 

the teaching.  While not completely irrelevant, technology, class size, teaching assistants were 

considerably less important than the main factors.  The importance of active and intelligent 

participation of other students in making for a great learning experience – a key variable often 

cited by scholars of teaching and learning – had a surprisingly low effect on making a particular 

class a favourite or a least-favourite one. 

The data on class size was notable for how little emphasis students placed upon it.  It strongly 

brings to mind the work of Sid Glibert’s 1995 paper for the Association of Universities and 

Colleges of Canada, Quality Education: Does Class Size Matter, in which he remarked, “what 

matters is not the size of the class; it is what goes on within the class.”  But it also suggests that 

most students are not actively interested in having smaller classes in order that they might 

participate more.  This contributes to the overall impression that students to a large degree view 

the learning process somewhat passively.  A kind way of putting would be to say that students 

wish to be “engaged” or “stimulated”, but the data could also be interpreted as saying that they 

simply want to be entertained.   

The clearest message that emerges from this study is that students want professors to “keep it 

interesting.”  Therefore, the key question for universities is: what institutional policies exist to 

make sure that professors are “keeping it interesting?”  Given the increasing degree to which 
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student fees are relied upon to fund university operations, it’s a question students should be 

asking in ever-louder voices. 
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