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Abstract

Increasing the competence level in teaching services has to be based on a
thorough knowledge of both customer needs and the way they are willing to
receive the information contents.

Applying rigorous scientific marketing principles to the organization and
operation of education services offers the fundaments of such a development.

The present article outlines the results of a qualitative research — focus
group — conducted on a sample of Spiru Haret University students, which had as
a main goal identifying the most effective ways of communication in the student-
professor relationship in order to design creative teaching materials, perfectly
adapted to present educational needs.

The conclusions of the research emphasized both the perception of the
students regarding the definition of their own position during the education
process, and the willingness to actively take part in developing the informational
support suitable for educational services. The study also revealed aspects
regarding the perception of scientific research, of the willingness to be involved
in such a systematic and complex effort.
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The development of marketing theory and practice during the last decade has
also brought in the specialist’s focus the problem of applying marketing in education.

For the offer of education services, implementing the marketing activity involves
adapting it to the specifics of educational services, and, moreover, integrating some
principles that belong to social marketing. Although private education had a constant
evolution both in our country and abroad, the meaning of the education act regarded as
a cultural act is still essential at this level.

A whole series of basic concepts from the classical marketing theory were
adapted to the new domain, so that, at present, we can talk about concepts like:
educational supply and demand, education services market, consumers, contact
personnel in education, etc.
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At the heart of marketing activities lies the satisfaction of the extremely complex
needs of the consumers, the dynamic adaptation to those needs, as well as anticipating
the need of well-being on the social, general level. All these will be based on a
complex system of services — the education process. Education will represent a
complex phenomena consisting of a series of measures, systematically applied in order
to create and develop the intellectual, moral, or physical features of (young) people.
Education is a system of educational goods, and, in the same time, the totality of
institutions and activities involved in its promotion and spreading. Education looks at
values regarding human needs. The demand of goods and services from this domain
depends on the intensity of consumer motivation, of them relating to a larger
framework, characteristic to their society. The concrete need attached to offering
education services is in a dynamic and complex relationship with all the other superior
individual needs, being one of the catalysts for their social integration, for their cultural
belonging to a specific national space.

The education process, considered in all its complexity, includes training the
individuals, integrating them in the socio-economic dynamics, developing
competences that allow the graduates of different forms of education to creatively
assert their personality.

Inside certain limits, educational products can be thought of as goods which can
be purchased, deposited, distributed or sold. They can be assimilated to a distribution
and production process similar to the one encountered in the case of classical goods
and services.

Education represents now an international product, offered by institutions which,
at the same aggregation level, are competing for students and for finding more and
more creative ways to satisfy their needs and preferences.

Taking into account the continuous increase in preferences for flexible ways of
distance learning, teaching institutions notice that, when students come from different
cultural environments, they could also have different learning styles, which leads to the
need to establish both flexible teaching curriculums and teaching methods adapted to
this cultural diversity.

The organization specific to distance university learning, electronic learning, is
the model closest to the situation in which the organization which offers the education
service will develop a marketing strategy similar to any other organization.

The conceptual area of educational services is continuously developing, always
adapting itself both to consumer needs and to the cultural changes of society in its
entirety. The diversity of educational services can include, at present: courses,
seminars, e-learning services, simulations, scientific communications, conferences,
theme contests, shows, extra-curricular activities, etc. This variety of educational
services will be completed by a series of products which support the service (teaching
materials, other information resources), connected services and a specific environment
needed for offering the service. In each case, the educational activity cannot take place
and does not find its meaning outside the painstaking process of preparing, creating and
synthesizing the educational support — the sum of essential information without the
education process would be impossible.
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The present article studies, based on the methodology specific to focus-group-
type qualitative research, this problem itself — the activity of creating educational
material for university education by identifying the most creative solutions of active
collaboration between the service provider — professor, assisting professor (teaching
personnel) and the service customer — course participant, student.

The focus-group-type research was chosen because its characteristics allow the
successful identification of the motivations, perceptions, complex relationships which
appear in the student-teacher communication process. The focus group method was
initially developed in the sociological environment, being subsequently adapted to the
specific needs of the marketing activity. It enables obtaining qualitative information,
unable to measure by classical, questionnaire-type surveys. The statistical relevance of
the acquired information cannot be validated, unlike quantitative research, but
behavioural or perceptual models resulted from the analysis accurately reflect the
decision processes, the response mechanisms, the initiatives of different classes of
consumers subjected to this type of demand.

Understanding the role and importance of qualitative marketing research starts
with knowing the structure of human psyche. Specialists refer to the three successive
psychological levels:

o Cognitive level (to know) deposits information received from the
environment, the total of information and beliefs from an individual’s memory;

o Affective level (to like) includes what the individual feels in reaction to the
elements of the surrounding world;

o Cognative level (to act) includes the unconscious factors which form the
foundation of the compartment. Modern psychologists think that most of an
individual’s actions are determined unconsciously; deliberation is only “a posteriori”
rationalization.

In correspondence to the three psychological levels, three response levels can be
identified, which express the individual’s reaction (for example, in the buyer’s
position) at external stimuli (coming from the producer who pursues certain
objectives).

o The cognitive answer — refers to information held by the individual and to his
knowledge; it is rational, in accordance with social norms (notoriety, product
awareness, etc.). For example, considering as a stimulus a message issued by an
institution for higher education in order to announce a new master program, the
response of the target audience can be cognitive, as the receivers of the message will
know about the existence of that master’s program.

e The affective answer — is evaluative; consists of the appearance and
development of feelings, preferences, judgements, favourable or not, regarding a brand
or organization. For a brand which benefits from an image campaign pursuing its
association with a set of values like youth, dynamism, well-being, an effective response
is expected from the target audience, which is supposed to share the same values,
followed by establishing a preferential relation with the brand.

o The cognative response — its concrete form of manifestation is the purchase;
identification of the most hidden (unconscious) reasons to buy is imposed. For
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example, a sales promotion campaign, with the help of an adequate technique and by a
specific message, can determine, in a certain time interval, the increase of the
frequency of purchase.

It is recommended to use a focus group discussion especially in the following
situations:

e When information about general or collective problems (for example,
financing culture) are wanted:

e When the perception, attitude or buying and consumer behaviour are subject to
the influence of groups, of norms (medical prescription); in these situation the
perception and interpretation of reality by individuals is determined;

e When the discussed problem is difficult, anguishing, and the decrease of
anxiety is needed (as in life insurance).

The difficulty of interpreting results in the case of qualitative research lies in the
fact that the resulting information are the fruit of a permanent dialogue between the
moderator and the group members, the objectives of the request being approached
using a semi-structured interview guide.

The quality of information is closely related to the process of filtration by the
group members, by the experience of the moderator and by the concrete environmental
conditions of the research. In the present case, filtration was based on the quality of
active student involved in the teaching process, the day form — a characteristic
predisposing the bearers of information to the most complex feedback related to the
research objectives.

The research was based on an interview guide applied to a total of 38 students of
Spiru Haret University, in three working sessions. Among the research objective there
were: identifying the students’ perception about the position of student, identifying the
students’ perceptions about the ideal model of teacher, the opportunity of involving
students in establishing teaching materials, the student’s perception about scientific
research, etc.

After the content analysis of the discussion, the following aspects were revealed.

Thus, from the perspective of the students’ perception about the quality of
student, they defined their status themselves, both from the point of view of their own
experience, directly involved in the teaching process, and idea-wise, referring to the
social model. Individually, students perceive themselves by a series of attributes like:
unfulfilled, misunderstood, staunch, high aspirations, dreamers, insufficiently prepared
according to their own standards. They perceive themselves as persons involved in a
voluntary effort of information gathering, by interacting with a large numbers of
information transmitting modalities: course frequenting, seminars, dialogue,
interaction. It was also apparent their sensitivity toward the need of a higher degree of
interaction with teachers — the motivation is represented by being aware of the fact that
without dialogue, preparation becomes one-sided.

Another defining topic for their quality of students is the lack of knowledge and
skills characteristic to the work of scientific data gathering, most participants believing
that they do not know how to gather data, they lack methods, they are unfamiliar with
the basic steps of the information gathering procedure, their efforts are discontinuous,
irregular, and without a well-defined strategy.
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From the point of view of attributes which can define the picture of the ideal
teacher, respondents synthesized attributes like: open, involved, talkative, serious,
professional, very well informed — flexible, keeps up with information in his speciality.
A special importance, in this profile, belongs, according to students, to the teacher’s
ability to adapt himself from the perspective of the dialogue with different generations
of course participants, to the practical way by which he manages to keep the innovative
character of information and of teaching methods.

The efficiency in the information gathering process is measured by attributes
such as: perseverance, ambition, discipline, quick information processing,
responsibility, dedication. We noticed the lack of ability to define long-term and large-
scale objectives, and the inability to measure the long-term effectiveness.

The objective of the research regarding the students’ direct involvement in
designing teaching materials by an active dialogue with teachers was quantified from
more perspectives simultaneously. When asked by the teacher to take part in
developing practical material attached to the already existing courses, the respondents
expressed their agreement, as long as an equally shared study theme is established.
They also agreed that such an involvement increases the teacher’s ability to better
appreciate the degree of interest for the course. It is also remarkable that this request
becomes a motivational factor that stimulates a more fluent dialogue among all the
participants in the education process.

The most attractive teaching material is considered the one with the greatest
interactivity, which assumes transmitting information in a way as active as possible.
This discussion topic revealed an extremely suggestive aspect, both by the nature of the
gathered information and by the high degree of adherence from respondents. It is about
the fact that involvement at the dialogue level, in case of an interactive teaching
material is, in all the respondents’ opinion, motivated mainly by the result of the act of
studying — awarding the students’ activity.

The communication of a teaching material which focuses on active involvement
in knowledge and in the teaching process itself has the smallest success chances if it is
conducted outside an official framework which implies quantification by a marks
system of this involvement. In other words, students are motivated by passing exams,
outside this motivation, the study will be conditioned by the degree of each student’s
particular interest toward the object of study, not necessarily related to the teaching
system.

On the other hand, there is the perception according to which the status of
interactive material also stimulates competition among students, even a kind of
compensation mechanism for the teacher’s active efforts.

From the point of view of student participation to the development of teaching
materials, not only to the information transmission process, most of them saw this
initiative as a challenge, as a way to remove the sometimes false perception regarding
that particular teaching material. The factors regarded as important in the involvement
decision are: course type, theme, other possible collaborations with the teacher, the
degree of information anterior to the prepared course.

Most of them want an involvement at the courses perceived with the
“specialization” status. The involvement is measured by the data gathering work, by
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ensuring of a vision on the discipline, the veracity of the information sources — the
pertinence of the information presented to the teacher. Some respondents expressed
reticence toward a continuous, long-term involvement, considering it “boring”.

On the other hand, assuming personal opinions outside the official information
sources was seen as a positive challenge only if the student emotionally adheres to the
object of the specific course. A certain perception was also revealed here, for the first
time in the discussion, about the scientific research activity — the involvement in a
future teaching career.

The respondents considered that they can personalize the relation with the
teacher only if there is a feedback in this direction from the teacher.

As for the means of motivating the involvement in developing teaching
materials, besides a series of direct advantages which the institution can offer (free
access to various courses, subscriptions to speciality magazines, websites, workshops,
the possibility to conduct practice sessions, etc, the opinion was noticed according to
which the official recognition of the involvement in realizing teaching materials
represents a very important motivation factor.

From this point of view, the focus group members agreed on the need of a
personalized quantification of each one’s contribution — the specification, within the
structure of the teaching material, of each author’s personal contribution. The
recommendation from the teacher was also regarded as a very important way of
motivating. When asked to what extent they agree with the involvement in developing
teaching materials next to other institutions, firms, organizations, administrations, apart
from teachers, students responded affirmatively, when they are offered the possibility
of an active involvement. Also, if after realizing a teaching material the quality of
collaborator is acknowledged as practical experience, promoted by the teaching
institution itself within an organized framework — establishment an individual chart
with the student’s involvement in developing teaching material throughout the
university years, this is considered a substantial motivation and advantage.

The last discussed topic was the students’ perception on the scientific research
activity, also the topic was also briefly approached previously. Students regard
scientific research as a vast domain, requiring lots of time, patience, data gathering
work, synthesizing. Maybe the most important aspect is the perception according to
which a certain personality type is necessary for those involved in this activity, as well
as a professional profile. The perception was also revealed according to which
scientific research implies an imbalance between practical activities and theorizing the
subsumed concepts.

The focus group-type study revealed a series of aspect, which can be synthesized
as follows:

e the subjects’ capacity of introspection and self-analysis;

o lack of essential attributes for scientific data gathering;

o interest and motivation determined by formal recognition of the results;

¢ need for dialogue from teachers, based on dynamic relation ability, co-interest
and ensuring a competitive environment;

o lack of initiative throughout the dialogue — the perception that the teaching
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institution and, implicitly, teachers, have the obligation to initiate any form of dialogue
or supplementary involvement of students in the educational activity;

o lack of method in approaching the individual training effort;

o general willingness to take part in initiatives that would assume co-interest in
elaborating teaching materials.

o well-developed critical spirit, doubled by a relatively homogenous capacity of
supporting their point of view;

o lack of a coherent perception about scientific activity.

o great willingness for building relations between the teaching institution and
other entities which can help the easier integration of the students in a social value
circuit (other teaching institutions, firms, associations, etc.).

Taking into account these considerations, further research can elucidate the
students’ behavioural models in the conditions of the development of educational
programs built on the “lifelong learning” principle.

The study was conducted on micro-samples homogenous from the perspective of
the cultural environment — all participants were from the urban environment, of close
ages and of Romanian nationality.

However, one must also take into account the possibility that, as previously
underlined, applying the conclusions to a statistical population which includes students
from a larger cultural space (European, regional, etc.) implies a re-evaluation within the
framework of a more ample research.

The main aspect identified will also be valid to a large extent in this case, but
further research could elucidate the problem of adapting teaching methods to each
student’s cultural background.

Motivation and involvement in designing teaching materials with teachers will
vary considerably from case to case, the more technical the student’s socio-cultural
background is, the quicker he will respond to the teacher’s initiative of transmitting
complex information and knowledge throughout up-to-date educational technology —
internet, multimedia, etc. The advantages of fast distance communication, of real-time
linguistic conversion, etc, can make a decisive contribution to the increase of the
students’ degree of involvement, even at the level of scientific, academic activities.

Further analyses can also be conducted from the point of view of students’
perception on the dominant existing means of organizing the teaching activity — student
centred learning experience, versus teacher centred learning experience.

The first one focuses on a greater involvement of students in the knowledge
transmission process, most teaching materials having a practical basis, a large degree of
interactivity.

The second one implies a greater effort from the teacher, knowledge gathering
being accomplished more by individual study, and less by a close contact between
students and teachers.

The development of a competitive educational marketing strategy for a modern
educational institution should be built based on both the type of conclusions signalled
by the present study, as well as on a larger effort of quantifying the perceptions and
motivations of students, who make up the effective market of the institution. Multiple
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research will establish the degree of segmentation of the educational services demand,
the socio-demographic profile of these segments, as well as the bearers of the demand
relate to each method of pedagogical approach mentioned above. The large teaching
institutions, which operate on a national and international level will have to adapt the
education strategy to the students’ different cultural backgrounds and different degrees
of familiarity with different technologies.

Finally, we can assume that only a substantial effort, consisting both of
qualitative and quantitative, transversal and longitudinal research, can constitute a
sufficient information fund for making competitive decisions from the point of view of
developing modern education services. This effort is required especially because of the
considerable dynamics of the 21* century information society, and of the fast evolution
of information and educational technologies.
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