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Abstract 
Like a number of other large, multi-campus institutions, UniSA has generally had 
CEQ scores below the national average. However subject evaluations administered 
within the University have shown higher levels of satisfaction than those recorded in 
the CEQ, and so the University was interested in discover what it was about the total 
university experience that contributed to the low CEQ results.  
 
At the same time, there was a call for more current and wide-ranging feedback from 
students to contribute to facilities planning, program quality assurance measurement 
and performance funding. To address these requirements the Student Experience 
Questionnaire was developed which surveyed all onshore students in 1999 and 2000. 
Low response rates to the survey have limited the usefulness of results for program 
quality assurance measurement. Enhanced capabilities of the University’s student 
evaluation instrument on the Web have now prompted the development of a multi-
faceted approach, whereby the subject evaluation instrument contributes information 
for the assessment of program quality as well as providing the opportunity for staff 
assessment. The Student Experience Questionnaire has been refocussed to inform the 
University’s student services strategy through a series of focus groups and a bi annual 
survey of a stratified sample of students. 
 
 
Introduction: The Course Experience Questionnaire  
For a number of years now the University of South Australia has been concerned 
about the scores it has received through the course experience questionnaire (CEQ) 
component of the annual survey of all Australian graduates run by the Graduate 
Careers Council of Australia (GCCA). In particular, we had performed relatively 
badly in the good teaching scale and for overall satisfaction. Along with a number of 
similar large, multi-campus universities, including most of our partners in the ATN, 
our scores have hovered amongst the lowest in the country. This was despite the fact 
that internal subject (course)1 evaluation tools have tended to indicate much higher 
levels of satisfaction. While many University staff have misgivings about the CEQ as 
a valid evaluation instrument, there is no denying that it is used as a key measure of 
quality at the national level, both by the Commonwealth Government and by 
publications such as The Good Universities Guide. It will undoubtedly be an 
important performance measure too for the new AUQUA.  
 
There was a general feeling within the University that there must be something about 
the overall university experience of our students, something that was not being 
captured by the internal subject evaluation instruments, that was causing our 
graduates to record relatively low levels of satisfaction. Late in 1998, therefore, the 
University’s Senior Management Group (SMG) asked the Pro Vice Chancellor 
Access and Learning Support and Director Planning to organise a survey of current 
students in order to determine what it was about the total student experience at the 
University of South Australia that was contributing to the poor satisfaction levels of 

                                                           
1From 2001 UniSA has adopted a change in terminology to accommodate its new Peoplesoft student 
administration system.  “Course” became “program” and “subject”, or unit of study, became “course”. 
The new terminology is used throughout this paper.   



 2

graduates. A steering committee was established to oversee the survey and the survey 
was administered by staff of the University’s Planning Unit. 
 
 
The Student Evaluation Questionnaire 
In order to determine the key issues influencing student satisfaction with their 
university experience, the University’s Marketing Science Centre was commissioned 
to run a number of focus groups. The issues raised in these focus groups were then 
used to develop questions for the survey, around the main themes of: 

Academic Life 
• Teaching Quality (including currency, presentation and communication skills, 

and relevance) 
• Contact with teaching staff (including approachability, availability and 

responsiveness) 
• Assessment and Feedback (including appropriateness of methodology, clarity 

of expectations, assignment turn around and quality of feedback)  
• Course Administration and Resourcing (including timetable, choice of 

subjects, communication of changes and the enrolment process) 

Facilities 
• The Library (including the range and availability of resources) 
• Information Technology (including access to computers and the internet) 
• The University Environment (including the feel of the campus, the quality of 

catering, lecture/tutorial facilities and safety on campus) 
• Support Services (including the services provided, hours of opening and 

attitudes of staff) 
 
In addition, the survey included four summary questions measuring students’ overall 
satisfaction with the University: whether students would recommend the University to 
a friend/colleague or family member, whether they would recommend their course (or 
program), whether they were satisfied with their experiences as a student at the 
University and whether they felt that the University was doing its best for them as a 
student.  
 
The questionnaire asked students to indicate the extent of their agreement with a 
range of statements using a 5-point Likert scale. A number of open-ended questions 
were also incorporated into the questionnaire. 
 
The Steering Committee agreed that all students, with the exception of off shore 
international students, would be surveyed, at least for the first year. Difficulties with 
the distribution and collection of questionnaires to offshore students, via agents, and 
the very different study experience of these students meant that a survey of offshore 
students could not be conducted in the same way as that for other students. 
 
In order to reduce the administrative load of such a large survey it was agreed that 
internal or mixed mode students would be encouraged to complete the questionnaire 
online, via a web site. Hard copies of the questionnaire were also made available from 
nominated locations on each campus.  The vast majority of respondents (97%) made 
use of the online option. External students were posted a hard copy of the 
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questionnaire, modified slightly for their different circumstances, along with a reply-
paid envelope.  
 
An Email message was sent to all students, linked to the survey web site, inviting 
them to complete the questionnaire. Posters and flyers were pasted up around 
campuses and academic staff were asked to remind students to complete the survey. 
Despite considerable effort, and a reminder email to all students, the overall response 
rate in 1999 was only 17%. A greater proportion of external students completed the 
questionnaire (23%) than internal or mixed mode students (16%). While this result 
was disappointing it was not dissimilar to student experience surveys run by other 
universities and still resulted in 3900 usable responses and a reasonably representative 
sample.  
 
The issues highlighted by all respondents as being of greatest concern related to 
access to IT services and facilities; the value of food available at campus cafeterias; 
feedback from, and contact with, teaching staff and the return of assignments; campus 
culture and environment; and the quality of lecture/tutorial facilities. Students also 
expressed dissatisfaction with the communication of changes to course organization 
and structure.  Most of these issues had not been captured through previous course-
based surveys of student experience and the strength of feeling reported by 
respondents confirmed the suspicion that our poor CEQ scores were reflecting student 
dissatisfaction with their overall university experience. 
 
Levels of student satisfaction varied considerably from campus to campus and from 
academic division to division. In general though, commencing students, external 
students, part time students, those over 25 and Australian students were more satisfied 
than continuing, internal, full time, younger and international students. For 
international students in particular, the value of the food available on campus, access 
to the Internet off campus, and having a clear understanding of expectations in 
relation to assessment requirements were the main issues of concern.  
 
The four summary questions indicated that student satisfaction levels were 
considerably lower than the University would like. In particular, only 42% felt that 
the University was doing its best for them as students and one in five believed that it 
was not. Of concern to the University was the tendency for International students to 
respond more negatively than Australian students to these summary questions, 
especially the two on whether students would recommend the University or their 
program to family and friends.  
 
The results of the questionnaire were circulated widely to University managers and 
have been placed on the University’s intranet. They have also provided the primary 
data for the work of the University’s Student Services Advisory Committee, a 
committee responsible for the oversight and quality assurance of the services and 
facilities provided to students. From this data the Committee has been able to develop 
a comprehensive Student Services Strategy, detailing actions to improve the 
experience of students at the University. Some of the initial priority areas for 
improvement have included the provision of more computer pools and general 
purpose computer barns on all campuses, the addition of strategically placed walk-up 
computer terminals so students can quickly access on-line information, improvements 
to international student support services, the upgrade of the internal and external 
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environment on several campuses and a major refurbishment and re-tender of the 
cafeteria on one of our larger campuses. A review of assignment turn around time was 
also implemented, with the subsequent development of new guidelines. 
 
 
A Revisit in 2000 
In 2000, the Student Evaluation Questionnaire (SEQ) was again made available to all 
students other than off-shore international students. This time the questionnaire was 
only available electronically (see http://www.unisanet.unisa.edu.au/SEQ/index.asp). 
Four versions of the questionnaire were available, depending on whether the 
respondent was studying internally or externally, as a course work student or a 
research degree student. Some aspects of the 1999 version were expanded (i.e., issues 
relating to academic experiences, campus facilities), while other aspects were clarified 
(i.e., issues relating to support services). In addition, questions relating to the students 
association and, where appropriate, the experiences of postgraduate research students 
were included. Methods used to advertise the questionnaire were the same as those 
employed in 1999 but an incentive was offered in an attempt to increase the response 
rate; students who participated went into a draw to win one of sixty $50 book 
vouchers from the University bookshop. However, the response rate to the 2000 
version of the SEQ was a very disappointing 12%, with a significant over-
representation of students studying at the undergraduate level, internally and full time. 
 
The issues reported by respondents as of most concern were similar to those 
highlighted in the 1999 SEQ and included: the quality and timeliness of assessment 
feedback; consistency in marking; access to IT facilities on campus; the range and 
value of food available on campus; and the campus environment.  The main issues of 
concern for international students were: the range of applications available in the 
computer pools, as well as the printing facilities and network speed; the usefulness of 
the knowledge and skills acquired for their future careers; the approachability of 
teaching staff; and especially, the range and value of food. 
 
Comparisons with the outcomes from the 1999 SEQ suggest that there have been 
improvements in a number of areas. In particular, increases of between 20% and 30% 
were found for the summary question relating to recommending the University or one 
of its programs to others and the overall experiences of the respondents. Other notable 
improvements included: 

• a 27% increase in the proportion of students who were satisfied with the 
speed of assignment return (although substantial numbers still expressed 
dissatisfaction here) 

• a 34% increase in the proportion of students who agreed with the statement 
that ‘Internet access is available for me when I need it’. 

 
Interestingly too, our CEQ scores in 2000 (those measuring the experiences of 
students who had completed their study in 1999, before most of the improvements 
had been put in place) showed a pleasing increase, particularly in the good teaching 
scale and overall satisfaction score. (Unfortunately not reflected in the latest Good 
Universities Guide). These improved outcomes may reflect an appreciation by 
students that the University is inviting feedback and moving to improve things, or 
they may be totally coincidental. It is too early to determine whether this is a 

http://www.unisanet.unisa.edu.au/SEQ/index.asp
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continuing trend into 2001 but we will be looking closely at the results of this year’s 
CEQ.  
 

The SEQ and Program Review 
The quality assurance and improvement system at the University aims to set 
conditions for the maximum possible quality of all programs and to monitor and 
improve the quality of each program offered.  Prior to 2000, the University policy of 
program review required that all schools analyse and comment on the performance of 
their programs through the use of a proforma containing program data, which was 
supplied by the Planning Unit. Divisions then reported on the performance of their 
Schools' courses as part of their annual review.   

Statistics provided for each program to inform this analysis included: 

• demand 
• basis of admission 
• program enrolments profile (funding source, attendance mode and type, equity 

performance) 
• graduates 
• graduate destinations from the GCCA survey 
• CEQ scores from the GCCA survey compared with national results. 

This process of program review was in place for at least 5 years and initially served 
well in evaluating program performance, if only because for the first time it permitted 
staff to view a concise report of consolidated data for each program. Towards the 
latter part of its operation however it became increasingly apparent that the review 
loop was incomplete - CEQ scores were still low, and there was no mechanism to 
follow up poor program performance. 

In 2000 then the policy was revised to establish a more performance-based review 
process by classifying all programs on an annual basis into one of four classification 
levels.  A range of indicators was used, as outlined below, to provide measures of 
both viability and quality of programs, with the resulting combined score determining 
the classification level of the program.  

The indicators contributing to the program classification are illustrated below: 

 

Viability Weight 
Demand – number of first preferences 40% 
Size – total EFTSU 40% 
Success – pass rates 20% 

Quality Weight 
CEQ – comparison of mean score with national average 
for each scale 

45% 

SEQ – agreement rate to eleven key questions 55% 

Schools with programs falling into the fourth or lowest level were required to show 
cause why they should continue to be offered and were in danger of being withdrawn 
should their performance not improve in the following year. 
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The table above illustrates the importance placed on the new Student Evaluation 
Questionnaire in this process. Eleven of the key questions on Academic Life were 
used to supplement the CEQ scores to provide the measurement of quality outcomes. 
However, as indicated in the first part of this paper, response rates to the SEQ were 
low, particularly in 2000.  At the program level this meant that in most cases the 
number of responses was too small for the results to be valid. Clearly the program 
review process needed to be revised again.  

It was at this stage that University Management decided to look at the advances being 
made elsewhere in the University in student evaluation at the course level and the 
decision was made to completely revise, again, the process of program review. 
 
 
The Course Evaluation Instrument 
Prior to 2000 course evaluations were undertaken using a paper-based questionnaire, 
the results of which were collated and analysed locally by the Course Director.  This 
process required considerable administrative and analytical effort by those responsible 
for a course, and the results were not available centrally for any type of evaluation or 
aggregation. There was variation across the University in the questions asked of 
students as well as the degree of commitment to the use of this instrument. There was 
also room for a less than objective management of the process, particularly if results 
were to be used to support applications for promotion. In fact, despite the effort 
involved, in general the results of these evaluations were not taken seriously by the 
University’s management.  

Over the last two years the University has introduced significant developments in 
collecting this course feedback from students using web-based survey instruments. 
The major development is the Course Evaluation Instrument, or CEI, which is a 
completely online and web enabled package for constructing, administering and 
aggregating student feedback on courses for the purposes of course evaluation.  It is a 
product specifically designed for gathering data from students and has the following 
features: 

• It is easy to use for both teachers and students, requiring skills no more complex 
than the ability to use a web browser. 

• It is tailored to the particular policy environment of the University. 

• It aggregates data as it is input by students and requires no data entry or 
manipulation. 

• It presents aggregated data instantly in numerical and graphical form. 

The CEI can build feedback instruments on the following elements: 

• Core items.  These are the ten core items that form the first and inalterable 
component.  These items have been formulated to permit a degree of consistency 
and comparability across courses and over time.  Some of the items are related to 
the scales used in the GCEQ, providing an opportunity for an early indication of 
performance against the national measure. 
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• Optional items. The author of the instrument can elect to add any of the following 
to the core items to customise their instrument for a particular course or for a 
particular offering of a course (eg Semester 1 delivery only): 

1. Question bank items:  Likert scale items developed for aspects of teaching and 
learning such as assessment, online teaching and learning, large group teaching.  
Up to ten questions can be selected. 

2. Author-created items:  Authors can create up to ten of their own Likert scale 
items for inclusion. 

3. Text response items:  Authors can include up to three text response items. 

4. Evaluation of teaching effective for promotions.  For those staff who nominate 
themselves as participating in the promotions process, generic teaching 
effectiveness items relating to that individual are included. 

A feature of the CEI is its integration of these feedback components into a single 
instrument.  Results can then be extracted separately into three major outcome areas, 
as shown in Figure 1. 

• Responses to core questions can be further aggregated at any other level across the 
University or for benchmarking with other universities. 

• Feedback from optional questions provides specific contextual feedback on the 
teaching and learning process. 

• Student evaluation of teaching contributes to the staff promotions process. 

 

Figure 1: Course Evaluation Instrument outcomes. 

 

CEI

Teaching 
performance of 
staff.
Generic questions 
about areas of 
personal 
responsibilty.

Course core questions.
Vertical cuts  (major )
Horizontal cuts (first year courses )
Program
Selected courses (elective courses )
Benchmarking with other Unis (program or 
selected courses )

Course option questions.
Teaching and learning context:
Curriculum
Assessment
Online/distance ed
Graduate qualities
Small groups/large groups/tutorials

Student
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Course Evaluation to Program Evaluation 

Figure 1 illustrates how the University uses student feedback from the Course 
Evaluation Instrument to gain information about a range of factors that influence 
student satisfaction with courses and teaching. The aggregation of course results at the 
program level can be used to gauge the quality of a program, and it is this capability 
that provided the foundation for the revised policy of program quality assessment. 
From 2002, each year divisions will identify at least 20% of their programs for 
evaluation by using the aggregation of results of core questions from the Course 
Evaluation Instrument for courses in the program.  In selecting the programs each 
year, divisions will also meet the condition that every program will be evaluated once 
in five years.  Programs nominated by a division for evaluation will be listed in the 
Division Review report in the year prior to the evaluative activity.  

While the results from the core questions of the Course Evaluation instrument provide 
the foundation for program assessment, it is expected that CEQ results and comments 
will also contribute to the evaluation. 

The viability of each program will be monitored separately each year using a number 
of quantitative measures. Programs placed in the fourth quartile of the viability score 
require special analysis by the relevant division, including commenting on the results 
of all student feedback through the CEI if available. Programs undergoing quality 
evaluation will also be required to comment upon the program viability measures. 
 
 
Performance Funding 
Developments in student evaluation techniques have also shaped the University’s 
performance funding model, which was first applied in the University's 1999 budget 
allocations. This model is used to allocate a relatively small proportion (5%) of 
Commonwealth operating grant funds to academic divisions and is largely based on 
student feedback indicators.  From the beginning it was recognised that while CEQ 
data was readily available, there was a long time lag between the actual experience of 
graduates and the application of their CEQ results to the funding model. It was 
foreshadowed therefore that SEQ results would also be incorporated into the model to 
increase the currency of the student evaluation data. However the low response rate to 
the SEQ has effectively precluded the use of this data in the funding model, and 
instead the model has continued to rely solely on CEQ results as inputs.  
 
It is now proposed that the results to the core questions in the CEI be incorporated 
into the performance funding model. This development would have two advantages; 
firstly, the CEI data would be relatively current, and secondly, the performance–based 
funding to academic divisions would be determined on the basis of the teaching and 
learning component of students' total university experience, the component over 
which the divisions have the most influence. 
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The SEQ Revisited: 2001 
The changes discussed above, to both Program review and course evaluation, have 
meant that from 2001 the SEQ will now focus more on student services and facilities, 
as well as the overall student experience. Early in 2001, the Steering Committee 
decided that we would move to a two-year cycle of surveys. A comprehensive survey 
of student satisfaction would be run one year, probably of a stratified sample of 
students, and in the alternate year, a series of focus groups would be used to provide a 
more in depth picture of some of the key issues raised by the previous year’s survey.  
In 2001, therefore, we are organising a series of focus groups to discuss the issues of 
access to Information Technology services and facilities, campus environment and 
culture, communication between academic staff and students and customer service.  
Some focus groups will be conducted with randomly selected groups of students from 
each of the University’s six campuses while others will concentrate on issues for 
specific groups of students, in particular international students and students from non-
English speaking backgrounds, postgraduate research students and Indigenous 
students.  
 
We will employ an innovative focus group methodology to elicit a greater depth of 
information from students in relation to the concerns highlighted in the previous 
questionnaires. The methodology involves an ‘electronic meeting room’ facility 
provided by the University’s Enterprise Process Improvement (EPI) Centre. 
Participants are allocated to one of 14 networked personal computers and the topics 
for discussion are presented on each terminal. Participants can then respond to all or 
some of the questions and are able to view the responses from all other participants as 
they are written, but without knowing who initiated the response. A facilitator guides 
the discussion electronically and/or verbally. The use of this methodology allows for 
greater confidentiality, as participants are not required to respond verbally to the 
group.  
 
As with the 1999 and 2000 SEQ, information obtained from the 2001 focus groups 
will continue to help guide the development of the University’s Student Services 
Strategy. Already the University has implemented a number of initiatives in response 
to the concerns highlighted in the 1999 and 2000 questionnaires. Examples of these 
initiatives include: the introduction of customer feedback mechanisms in all catering 
facilities; the development of new student amenities on all campuses to improve 
opportunities for social interaction; the upgrade of major teaching facilities, including 
audio visual facilities, and the introduction of a monthly maintenance program; the 
development of an on line feedback mechanism for students on the University’s web 
page; the provision of 24 hour access computer barns on most campuses, an extension 
of the IT Help Desk service and the introduction of a “computer buddy” program 
during the first weeks of the academic year to help new students become familiar with 
the University’s computer systems. 
 
For international students, the Student Services Strategy has focused on a whole-of-
University approach to the provision of administrative and support services, including 
an increase in support staff and significant developments in accommodation 
arrangements, both on arrival and long term. In addition, the University’s aim that all 
graduates will “demonstrate an international perspective as professionals and 
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citizens”2 will be enhanced by one of our corporate priorities for 2002 which 
emphasises the development of an international and cross cultural perspective in all 
we do. 
 
Conclusion 
In the last three years, therefore, UniSA has progressed a long way in its approach to 
student evaluation. From a relatively reluctant, but sceptical tolerance of the CEQ and 
an optional, localised and uncoordinated course evaluation questionnaire we have 
moved to a comprehensive, multi-faceted and integrated system of program and 
course review, linked to the external CEQ and the internal cycle of student experience 
surveys.  
 
The integrated nature of this system is illustrated below.  The Student Experience 
Questionnaire (SEQ) provides information on the general university experience of 
students and key issues about the study environment while the Course Evaluation 
Instrument (CEI) collects specific teaching and learning feedback at the course level. 
Responses to core items from the CEI form the basis of program quality review, and 
results can also be benchmarked with ATN partners. Student evaluations of teaching 
contribute to the staff promotion process and to the performance funding model. 
Graduate evaluation via the Course Experience Questionnaire (CEQ) of the GCCA 
survey will continue to provide important feedback to program review and 
benchmarking processes. 

 
 
The establishment of the Student Services Advisory Committee as a sub committee of 
Academic Board and the development of a comprehensive and constantly evolving 
Student Services Strategy complete the University’s approach to quality assurance 
and continuous improvement. “At the University of South Australia the quality of 
what we do and what we achieve for our communities is everyone’s business”3. 
 

                                                           
2 University of South Australia, Qualities of A University of South Australia Graduate 
3 UniSA Quality Framework: It’s All About Quality 
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