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Postgraduate research experience  

 Important for institutions seeking to enhance the quality of their 
postgraduate research degree provision 

 Astin (1977): “it is difficult to argue that student satisfaction can be 
legitimately subordinated to any other educational outcome” 

 Student satisfaction is linked to persistence 

 Student satisfaction fosters positive word of mouth 
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PREQ  

 Administered as a component of the AGS 

 Measures six facets of the postgraduate research experience and 
overall satisfaction with recently completed degree 

  

  

Title Focus 

Supervision the accessibility and quality of research degree supervision 

Intellectual climate the learning community and conditions provided by the institution 

Skill development the extent of generic analytical and communication skill development 

Infrastructure the quality of learning infrastructures such as space, equipment and finance 

Thesis examination whether the examination process was timely, fair and satisfactory 

Goals and expectations the clarity of learning structures, requirements and standards 

Overall satisfaction overall satisfaction with the recently completed degree 
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PREQ (cont.)  

 Descriptive statistics produced for each facet and the overall 
satisfaction item separately 

 Implicitly assumes that students assign equal weight to facets when 
evaluating the quality of their overall experience 

 If not the case, focusing on unimportant aspects may constitute a 
sub-optimal allocation of resources 
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Measuring importance  

 Explicitly (self-stated importance) 

 Implicitly (estimated using statistical methods) 

 Relative importance may differ based on how it’s measured 
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Evidence against equal weighting  

  Std. Coef. 

Hodsdon and Buckley (2011) 

Supervision 0.290 

Intellectual climate 0.209 

Professional development and career 0.185 

Thesis examination 0.110 

Skills development 0.096 

Infrastructure n.s. 

Goals and standards n.s. 

Variance explained 49.4% 

Bennett and Turner (2013) 

Supervision 0.251 

Research skills and Professional development 0.231 

Responsibilities and Progress and assessment 0.201 

Research culture 0.197 

Resources 0.046 

Variance explained 53.7% 
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This study 

 Estimate the relative importance of each PREQ facet to students’ 
overall experience ratings 

 Relative importance derived implicitly 

 Analysis by broad field of education and qualification level  
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Data 

 Study based on data from the 2013 PREQ 

 Questionnaires sent to 7,685 graduates from 42 institution; 4,938 
responses for a response rate of 64.3% 

 Six PREQ facets are underpinned by 27 Likert-type items scored on a 
five-point response format; also an overall satisfaction indicator 

 Carifio and Perla (2007) provide a rationale for using Likert scale data 
in parametric statistical procedures 

 Exclusions: 119 graduates who did not respond to OSI and 475 with 
missing scale scores; analysis sample of 4,344 graduates 

 Architecture excluded from analysis by BFOE 
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Descriptive statistics  

  Mean CV 

Supervision 57.6 76.2 

Intellectual climate 39.3 115.5 

Skill development 74.5 41.8 

Infrastructure 53.0 74.8 

Thesis examination 56.2 82.6 

Goals and expectations 71.7 46.8 

Overall satisfaction 61.0 75.9 

n 4,344 

CV = coefficient of variation 
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Empirical methodology 

𝑂𝑆𝐼 = 𝑏1𝑆𝑢𝑝 + 𝑏2𝐼𝑛𝑡 + 𝑏3𝑆𝑘𝑖 + 𝑏4𝐼𝑛𝑓 + 𝑏5𝐸𝑥𝑚 + 𝑏6𝐺𝑜𝑎 

 
𝑂𝑆𝐼 = 𝑏1𝑆𝑢𝑝 + 𝑏2𝐼𝑛𝑡 + 𝑏3𝑆𝑘𝑖 + 𝑏4𝐼𝑛𝑓 + 𝑏5𝐸𝑥𝑚 + 𝑏6𝐺𝑜𝑎 

 

where 𝑏1, 𝑏2…𝑏6 are estimated coefficients (or regression weights) 
that show the relative contribution of each facet. 
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Inter-item correlations 

  Supervision 

Intellectual 

climate 

Skill 

develop-

ment 

Infra-

structure 

Thesis 

examin-

ation 

Goals and 

expect-

ations  

Overall satisfaction 0.724 0.626 0.619 0.619 0.492 0.619 

Supervision 0.572 0.587 0.550 0.435 0.631 

Intellectual climate 0.511 0.660 0.394 0.520 

Skill development 0.561 0.482 0.745 

Infrastructure 0.400 0.595 

Thesis examination           0.527 

All correlations are significant at p < 0.001. 
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Main results 

 Supervision is the most 
important influencer 
(consistent with both UK 
studies and anecdotal 
evidence) 

 Infrastructure relatively 
important in Australia but 
not the UK 

 Goals and expectations not 
significantly associated with 
overall satisfaction 

  Std. Coef. p-value 

Supervision 0.396 0.000 

Intellectual climate 0.171 0.000 

Infrastructure 0.148 0.000 

Skill development 0.142 0.000 

Thesis examination 0.111 0.000 

Goals and expectations 0.028 0.072 

n 4,344 

Prob > F 0.000 

R-squared 0.645 
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Importance vs. performance 
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Results by broad field of education 

  Sci. IT 
Eng. & 

Rel. 

Ag. & 

Env. 
Health Edu. 

Mgt. & 

Com. 

Soc. & 

Cult. 
Arts 

Supervision 1 2 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 

Intellectual climate 5 4 3 2 4 n.s. 2 2 2 

Infrastructure 2 3 4 n.s. 2 3 n.s. 3 5 

Skill development 3 1 2 3 5 n.s. 3 6 3 

Thesis examination 4 5 n.s. n.s. 3 2 n.s. 5 4 

Goals and expect. n.s. n.s. n.s. n.s. n.s. n.s. n.s. 4 n.s. 

Table depicts the rankings of the coefficient magnitudes within each broad field of education. 
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Results by qualification level 

  Masters Doctorate 

  Std. Coef. p-value Std. Coef. p-value 

Supervision 0.430 0.000 0.389 0.000 

Intellectual climate 0.221 0.000 0.164 0.000 

Infrastructure 0.041 0.234 0.166 0.000 

Skill development 0.160 0.000 0.137 0.000 

Thesis examination 0.121 0.000 0.110 0.000 

Goals and expectations 0.026 0.498 0.028 0.090 

n 636 3,708 

Prob > F 0.000 0.000 

R-squared 0.693 0.635 
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Conclusions 

 Strong evidence against the equal weighting assumption 

 Supervision is the most important influencer in terms of OS 
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Conclusions (cont.) 

 Intellectual climate also relatively important 

 Infrastructure a significant influencer in Australia but not in UK 

 Top- and bottom-ranked facets similar across fields 

 Infrastructure a significant influencer for PhDs only 

 Institutions wise to focus on improving important aspects without 
neglecting the less-important facets 
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Limitations and extensions 

 Implicitly-derived weights cannot account for differences across 
individuals 

 Vavra (1997) argues that explicitly- and implicitly-derived weights 
should be combined to better identify the factors influencing 
satisfaction  
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Source: Adapted from Vavra (1997), p. 385 
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Limitations and extensions (cont.) 

 Add self-stated importance measures to the PREQ 

 These items could be 
 analysed separately 

 analysed in conjunction with implicitly-derived weights (à la Vavra, 1997) 

 used to construct importance-weighted satisfaction scores   

For the following items, please rate how important, in terms of your overall higher degree research 

experience, you consider them to be. (1 = Not at all important and 5 = Very important) 

Access to quality research degree supervision 

The learning community provided by your department 

The development of generic analytical and communication skills 

Learning infrastructures such as space, equipment and finance 

A timely, fair and satisfactory examination process 

Provision of guidance on learning structures, requirements and standards 
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Questions? 

 David Carroll 

 Graduate Careers Australia 

 03 9605 3713 

 david.carroll@graduatecareers.edu.au  
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