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ABSTRACT 

It is generally agreed that good teaching is dependent on the nature of the learning goals 
and the quality of the environment in which learning takes place1,2. If this is the case, then 
planned as opposed to unplanned variations in learning experiences are the hallmark of 
good teaching. This raises a complex set of relations between assuring and improving 
teaching within an institution. The essential question for a University is: how do we assure 
that learning is maximised in all given contexts? 

Benchmarking the use of student feedback was identified as a priority project at the ATN 
annual conference in February 2002. This paper presents a number of issues arising from 
a study of practices across the ATN in relation to collecting, analysing and using student 
feedback. The project involved working with those responsible for teaching and learning 
improvements at the operational level to identify strategies for a systematic approach to 
the use of student feedback for improving communication of actions arising from results. 

The framework for the inquiry involved an exploration of student feedback systems as they 
operate for different cohorts of students, differing measures (or constructs), and at different 
levels within institutional structures. The framework also explored the various tracking and 
reporting systems by which results generated from student feedback systems at each level 
were utilised to develop strategies for improving teaching and learning. Findings from the 
study were used to inform recommendations in relation to internal practices within each 
University, as well as initiatives for benchmarking student evaluation results across 
universities within the ATN network. 
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Closing the loop on student evaluations 

The higher education process not only shapes student expectations, 
the education processes is itself influenced by the characteristics of 

student expectations. (James, 2003)3 

1 Background and introduction 

This paper presents a number of issues arising from a study of practices across the 

Australian Technology Network of Universities (ATN)4  in relation to collecting, analysing 

and using student feedback. It provides an overview of commonalities and differences and 

presents findings and learnings that could be applied across other university systems as 

well as informing practice across the ATN. 

This project was a response to issues arising from a preliminary overview in 2002 of 

practices in relation to student feedback across by the Quality Improvement Group (QIG) 

of the ATN.  

The preliminary report5 identified the following foci as requiring further investigation: 

• The type of data - are we collecting valid information on which to base planning? 

• The quality of data -are we collecting reliable information on which to base strategic 
actions? 

• The quality of analysis - are we getting the best out of the quantitative and 
qualitative information we do collect? 

• The quality of action - are we formulating the best responses to the information 
gained? 

• Closing the loop - are we informing students about what we do about the responses 
they provide? 

 

The last focus was of particular interest because feeding back results to students in a 

meaningful and purposeful way remains a challenge for student survey administrators. 

Research has shown that while much work has been conducted in linking student 

                                                
3 James, R. (2003). OECD Report: Responding to Student Expectations, http://www.oecd.org/EN/home/0,,EN-
home-4-nodirectorate-no-no--4-log96484,00.html 
4 The ATN comprises the following universities: Curtin University of Technology, University of South 
Australia (UniSA), RMIT University, University of Technology Sydney (UTS), Queensland University of 
Technology (QUT). 
5 ATN Quality Improvement Group, Benchmarking Project 2002: The use of student feedback, 15 
January 2003 
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feedback to strategic actions at all levels of university activities, universities have been 

less successful in including students in the sharing of the outcomes of this data6.  

                                                
6 Watson, S. (2002) Closing the loop: Ensuring effective criteria from student feedback. Report 
delivered at the 21st Annual EAIR Forum, 8-11th September, Prague. 
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1.1. Definitions 

The terms used to denote programs of study differ across ATN Universities. For the purposes of 
this report, the following terms are defined: 

Course – a program of study leading to a qualification. 

Subject / Unit  – a unit of study, usually a component of a course. 

Student Feedback  – the evaluation results received by students on their perceptions of a 
university’s educational and support services. It includes systems for data 
capture, analysis, reporting and improvement processes. 

1.2. Aims  

The project aimed to: 

• identify opportunities for improving the collection, analysis and use of student 

feedback across the ATN.  

• investigate current student feedback mechanisms and explore ways in which 

benchmarking student feedback may support and improve institutional performance. 

• develop an agreed framework for student feedback and expectations across the 

ATN that allows for individual variation within an integrated systems approach 

comprising: 

• A focus on importance and performance; 

• Data that can be corroborated with other measures; and  

• A focus on using student feedback for improvement (closing the loop). 

 

1.3. Framework for the inquiry 

The framework for the inquiry, summarised in Table 1, involved an exploration of student 

feedback systems (that is, data capture, analysis and results dissemination) as they 

operate for different cohorts of students, differing measures (or constructs), and at different 

levels within institutional structures. The framework also explored the various tracking and 

reporting systems by which results generated from student feedback systems at each level 

were utilised to develop strategies for improving teaching and learning. The ways in which 

‘closing the loop’ was operationalised at each level within institutional structures also 

informed the framework for inquiry in this study.  
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Table 1  
Framework for Inquiry: Scope of Student Feedback Systems and mechanisms for Closing the Loop 
at differing Institutional Structural Levels 

Scope Construct / Measure Cohorts Focus of ‘Closing the Loop’ mechanisms 
Institutional 
– Division 
level 

Effective learning 
environments 

Council 
DEST, 
Management / Executive 

 Vocational outcomes +Current and prospective students, 
graduates and alumni, employers 

 Student Satisfaction 
Student Expectations  

Current 
Students, 
Graduates 
Employers 

+Service and support areas 
 

School – 
Course 
level 

Effective learning 
environments 

Division/Faculty executive, Heads of 
Schools, Course leaders, Support 
Services, Students 

 Student Satisfaction  

Current 
Students 

 
 Vocational outcomes + Graduates,  

Employers 
Current and prospective students, 
graduates and alumni, employers 

 Student Expectations 
Learning outcomes 

  

Unit level Effective learning 
environments 
Student Satisfaction 
Student Expectations 
Learning outcomes 
Teaching effectiveness 

 Heads of Schools, Course leaders, Unit 
leaders, Support Services, Students 

Individual 
teacher 
level 

Effective learning 
environments 
Student Expectations 
Learning outcomes 
Teaching effectiveness 

 Promotion Committee, Heads of Schools, 
Unit leaders, Staff Support Services, 
Students 

 

1.4. Procedure 

The project involved working with those responsible for teaching and learning 

improvements at the operational level to identify strategies for a systematic approach to 

the use of student feedback for improving communication of actions arising from results. 

48 interviews with ATN institutional staff were conducted (see Table B.1 for participant 

list). Interviews were designed to elicit the following information: 

• Possible cost efficiencies in economies of scale through collaborative processes 
between ATN partners.  

• Good practices in feedback mechanisms that appropriately feedback to students 
and other stakeholders results and actions as a result of their participation in 
feedback activities. 

• Good practices in feedback mechanisms that appropriately action results of student 
feedback activities to identify resource needs and improve learning environment for 
students and staff. 

Interview summaries were emailed to participants for their validation. Validated 

summaries, and other documentation collected during visits were thematically analysed 

with particular attention given to re-occurring themes across the participant pool.  
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In addition institutional surveys currently used in ATN universities were subjected to a 

content analysis7, with questions being critiqued according to the following criteria: 

• Evidence based approach to question development; 

• Survey questions align with missions and concur with research on teaching and 
learning; and  

• Extent to which questions have worked to produce change or improvement, 

 

2 Effectiveness of Student Feedback Systems  

Student Feedback systems used at ATN universities are summarised in Tables A.1. While 

it was not the intent of this study to evaluate the survey systems of each university 

respectively, the following criteria were used to elicit emergent themes in relation to 

practices across the ATN, in order to generalise recommendations for improving systems 

across universities. 

2.1 ROBUST QUESTIONNAIRE DESIGN (RELIABILITY AND VALIDITY). 

Themes elicited suggested that most staff involved in the development of surveys were 

motivated to use and maintain rigorous research methods in questionnaire design and 

testing. Practices usually comprised: 

§ qualitative inductive techniques (such as focus groups); 

§ participatory approaches to the development of questions; and 

§ the application of tests of reliability and face validity, deduced from comparisons with 
other institutional surveys. 

 

However questionnaires, once developed, were often managed poorly. There was little 

evidence of coordination across survey systems, or rigorous evaluations of subsequent 

alterations of question items or survey formats. Reasons offered for this involved changing 

roles and responsibilities for coordinating and monitoring surveys. A major limitation to the 

maintenance of rigorous methods was vested interests in the questions asked, with politics 

often driving these choices rather than robust research methods.  

To counter this tendency feedback systems across the ATN had established a group 

responsible for monitoring the suite of surveys across the university. Steering groups were 

formed around survey instruments that comprised managers of areas included in the 

                                                
7 More details about content analysis  method and detailed results are available in Palermo, J 
(2004) Benchmarking Student Feedback across the ATN, Melbourne, RMIT University 
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feedback system. For example, at UniSA and RMIT a Students Committee is chaired by a 

PVC and includes staff representatives from learning support services, student 

association, planning, quality, and academic representatives from information technology 

and international.  

It was overwhelmingly perceived that the complexity of student feedback systems 
required that a central mechanism to coordinate and monitor survey content and 
conduct be established to maintain reliability and validity of data collected. 

2.1.1 Development of survey items 
 

A number of commonalities existed between ATN universities in relation to items included 

in student surveys. Data captured from current students concerning constructive feedback, 

appropriate workload, appropriate assessment, and appropriate teaching / learning 

methods used were collected at all ATN universities. This was aligned with data collected 

from graduates concerning their satisfaction with their course collected through the Course 

Experience Questionnaire (CEQ). In addition to Graduate Careers Council of Australia 

(GCCA) compulsory CEQ scales, Overall Satisfaction, Good Teaching, and Generic Skills, 

all universities collect data for areas concerning Appropriate Workload, Appropriate 

Assessment, and Clear Goals and Standards. QUT RMIT and UTS, also used an 

additional scale of the CEQ: the Workplace Relevance Scale.  

Data was collected on seven other areas by more than two universities. These included:  

§ Timely feedback provided 

§ Ability to contact staff 

§ Appropriate class sizes 

§ Clear goals and requirements for my course 

§ Gaining international experience 

§ Teacher helpful with international students / students with disabilities 

§ Quality of lecture theatres and learning areas.   

 

The survey conducted at Curtin University contains sections specific to the course 

experience of distance education students and research students. UniSA also targets 

postgraduate coursework students and research students (internal and external) with 

specific items for that cohort of students in the SEQ. Other differences were evident in the 

collection of learning outcomes on a systematic basis. UTS and QUT specifically collect 

data on course outcomes.  
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While much of the student feedback across the ATN captured constructs related to 
satisfaction with the learning environment, clear gaps existed in the capture of feedback 
about student expectations and graduate experiences of learning outcomes (rather than 
satisfaction). 

Four of the five ATN Universities also included other sections not related to course 

experience directly, but to students’ experiences of the generic service areas provided 

across most ATN universities. Areas include the library, computing facilities, enrolment 

procedures, and food outlets on campus. Table 2 summarises the range of constructs 

included in ATN student surveys. 

Table 2 
Range of constructs included in ATN student surveys. 

Satisfaction with teaching and learning Satisfaction of support services 
§ Standard CEQ scales with the addition of the 

workplace relevance scale 
§ Grievance resolution /complaints 

procedures 
§ Course structure meets student expectations 

and needs 
§ Library services 

§ Course content is up-to-date, relevant § Computer / IT services / facilities 
§ Course theory links to practice § Student learning support 
§ Timely Feedback provided § Administration 
§ Constructive feedback provided § Orientation programs 
§ Timetabling is appropriate § Student activities / clubs / sports 

etc 
§ Teaching / Learning methods used are 

appropriate 
§ Campus culture and life 

§ Clear goals and requirements for my course 
understood 

§ Class-rooms and labs 

§ Assessment is well structured and consistent  
§ Access to, and communication from staff is 

appropriate 
 

Qualitative Questions 
 

§ Aspects of your course that need improvement Best aspects of your course 
 

In order to test the relevance and validity of these constructs to strategic action I now turn 

to research on what students value in relation to productive learning. 

2.1.2 Are we asking the right questions? Brief review of research on productive 
learning? 

Research from the Centre for Research into Quality (CRQ) at the University of Central 

England has shown that student feedback results on teaching performance are often 

confounded by perceptions about the adequacy of resources such as library and IT 

resources8. This would suggest that information required to improve good teaching should 

address students’ perceptions of the quality of their learning environment, including 

learning support. The CRQ suggests that a generic set of questions about learning could 



Closing the Loop on Student Evaluations  Page 8 of 15 

D:\Temp\64_PALERMO.doc 

be formulated around course organisation, the learning process, what students learn and 

learning support, rather than questions about teaching performance.  

Recently an Australian study has analysed more than 150,000 qualitative data records 

contributed by graduates, including those from ATN universities on the CEQ9. The findings 

in the study suggested that the domain that attracted the greatest number of comments 

was related to various aspects of course design, such as the importance of theory-practice 

links, relevance, flexibility and responsiveness, the appropriate use of a wide variety of 

learning and teaching methods. The report also suggested that learning and teaching 

methods through practical experience, practical experiment, and other practice-based 

learning strategies highlighted a practice-oriented perspective many students take in 

relation to tertiary education. The accessibility to, and quality and attitude of Staff 

appeared to also be a salient topic of comment for students. In addition, the Support 

domain attracted the third highest number of comments from student, with a significant 

number of students appearing to value the social components of learning. 

These studies, taken together, suggest that students value: 

§ course structures that clearly reflect theory-practice links; 

§ relevant course that provide flexible/responsive learning paths 

(electives/majors/submajors); flexible attendance patterns; flexible delivery. and 

responsiveness course content and structures; 

§ appropriate use of a wide variety of learning and teaching methods (ranging from 

lectures, group work, seminars, tutorials, practicums, lab-work to learning contracts, 

site visits, experiments, various forms of IT-enabled learning, simulations, 

teleconferences and case-study analysis); 

§ sound, developmental, coherent course structure (subject balance, load, sequence, 

overlap, prerequisites, admission, timetable, overview of field); 

§ course that incorporate practice-based and work-integrated learning; 

§ staff with excellent teaching skills that they can access easily and in a timely way; 

§ learning environment that provide opportunity for producing social interactions including 

a range of formal and informal types of social support, in particular peer support. 

                                                                                                                                                            

8 Harvey, L. (2002) Report on the Student Experience at UCE, Centre for Research into Quality, 
University of Central England, Birmingham. 
9 Scott, G. Richardson, A., Kabanoff, P. & Brown, S. (2003). EIP report ‘Accessing the Graduate Voice 
– IT supported analysis of qualitative data from the Course Experience Questionnaire’. 31.7.2003 
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§ high quality infrastructure, environment (includes classroom/lab quality, computers, 

ease of access to facilities, equipment levels, social spaces); and 

§ high quality and access to learning resources (includes quality/availability of textbooks, 

print and digital support materials, online learning resources). 

The range of constructs consistently applied across ATN student surveys do not fully 
capture the theory-practice  praxis (apart from those universities that have included the 
Workplace Relevance Scale in their CEQ to graduates). 

Student surveys are less likely to include measures of student perceptions of and 
satisfaction with responsive learning environments and social affinity aspects of campus 
life.  

2.2 ADMINISTRATION AND DESIGN FITS PURPOSE. 

Many ATN survey managers were struggling with challenges of administrating surveys 

online. Therefore there were certain student cohort groups that were less likely to be 

surveyed, that is, those students off campus, off shore, and least engaged with campus 

life. The greatest challenge with online surveys was the achievement of adequate 

response rates, particularly in the context of much higher response rates achieved through 

traditional pen and paper administration of surveys in class rooms or lectures.  

In contrast, some ATN universities, such as QUT and UniSA were achieving good results 

with online surveys. Staff at these universities believed that improvements in response 

rates were related to improvements in overall university services online, such as online 

enrolment and course information. Students were becoming more and more email savvy 

and more adept at using email in strategic ways because university systems at these 

universities successfully encouraged them to interact through these technologies.  

Strategies to increase response rates included informing students about the uses of their 

feedback results. For example UTS used posters to display the message “your views 

count’, and RMIT consistently sends a letter to all students summarising the Top Ten 

University wide Student Concerns and Perceptions along with actions planned to address 

these issues10. Strategies were also directed at engaging staff with the feedback proves 

to encourage students to complete surveys while informing them of its the uses and 

actions that subsequently flow from feedback activities. 

                                                
10 The Top Ten Student Feedback Report consolidates all student  feedback data collected across 
RMIT University in each respective year and utilises a deductive process to deduce the Top Ten 
Student Concerns and the Top Ten Student Positive Perceptions. It  includes data collected from 
surveys across University academic and service area as well as student complaints, Student and 
Staff Consultative Committees and other formal channels of feedback between staff and students. 
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Response rates increase when surveys are designed properly (questions are relevant), 

when students are not over-surveyed, and when an inducement of some sort is offered. 

UniSA uses some of these strategies with their Student Experiences Questionnaire 

achieving a response rate of 30%, with a sample of 7,000 respondents. There is a 

tendency to ask questions about a wide range of services rather than theming 

questionnaires so that questions asked are related to the activity or function being 

conducted as is the case with the UTS Student Satisfaction Survey. Similarly, QUT’s 

enrolment procedures survey that is conducted at the time of enrolment, so that the survey 

is salient to the activity the student is involved in at the time. The QUT Commencers 

survey was conducted online in 2003 and achieved an extremely high response rate 

(70%). 

Response rates for online surveys increase as students’ computer literacy increases, 
and the universities’ IT systems improve.  

Findings suggest that response rates improve when questionnaires and other survey 
tools are fit for purpose and salient to current activities (e.g. Survey students about 
administration processes during enrolment and re-enrolment periods). Therefore a  
schedule of surveys should be aligned to a student’s life cycle throughout their course 
experience. 

Strategies for improving response rates include reporting back results to students 
systematically, reminder regimes, personal contact, administering surveys at salient 
times / purposeful to the construct being measured, inducements, and leadership from 
academic staff and student representatives. 

 

2.3 RESULTS ARE USED APPROPRIATELY, AND ALLOW OPPORTUNITY TO 
DEVELOP STRATEGIES FOR IMPROVEMENT. 

Findings suggested that there are common frameworks for feeding back student 

evaluation results and actions identified to address concerns to students and other 

stakeholders.  

These tend to comprise the reporting of issues raised in student feedback through: 

§ People: individuals with clear role responsibilities in relation to monitoring the quality of 

teaching and learning and actioning improvement. This includes Associate Deans 

(T&L), Faculty and School Heads, course leaders and unit coordinators. 

§ Committees: committees within the governance structures of institutions have oversight 

of student feedback and its uses, e.g. Students Committee, Teaching and Learning 

                                                                                                                                                            

(See http://www.rmit.edu.au/browse;ID=uobavy3swptv;STATUS=A?QRY=top%20ten&STYPE=ENTIRE 
for more details) 
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Strategy Committee, receive reports that include indicators comprising student 

feedback results, e.g. Council, Academic Board. 

§ Students: students are represented on Committees, Faculty Boards, Advisory Boards 

of Management. Communication from Student Association representatives and 

Ombudspersons is utilised. Printed (including electronic) communication summarising 

improvements actioned as a consequence of student feedback is distributed in a timely 

fashion etc.  

§ Technology: web portals and databases are utilised that help disseminate student 

feedback results in a meaningful user-friendly way, and assist in sharing good practice. 

§ Reward and recognition systems: teaching and learning awards, and promotion 

processes are informed by student feedback results in some ATN institutions (i.e. 

student feedback results used in promotion processes at UTS, QUT and in teaching 

award processes at RMIT). 

§ Cultural interventions: the nature of culture in an organisational unit is considered in the 

type of facilitation required to ensure the interpretation and use of student feedback 

results. Many of the T&L academic development and support areas are now shifting 

away from a focus on individuals and teams to facilitation in partnership at a whole of 

School / Department level (see paper by Shelley Yeo). 

While feedback systems at the institution wide level tended to involve coherent feedback 

loops to various stakeholders, systems at lower levels such as at unit and teaching levels 

were less comprehensive. In some cases responsibility was delegated to the individual 

teaching staff or unit coordinator, with policy regulating the timely feedback to students of 

identified improvements and actions resulting from evaluation exercises. However 

feedback loops at this level were rarely monitored systematically.  

2.3.1 And what ever happened to feedback to students? 

Prior to the 1990’s student evaluations in many universities were conducted by the 

students themselves, administered through student organisations, with results freely 

disseminated in ‘alternative’ course guides. It is interesting to note that 20 years on, this 

practice has almost disappeared from the Australian tertiary landscape, usurped by 

systems that are mainstreamed and controlled by university administrations. The strengths 

of student organisations, particularly in their ability to encourage students to be effective 

partners in learning with university administrations / faculties, were substantially 



Closing the Loop on Student Evaluations  Page 12 of 15 

D:\Temp\64_PALERMO.doc 

diminished through regressive legislation such as Voluntary Student Unionism. Therefore 

their prominence in the debates on student evaluations and their uses has been obscured. 

So much so that none of the participants in this study raised the critical role of student 

organisations in relation to strategies for improving response rates or feedback loops to 

students. 

Research has shown that while much work has been conducted in tying student feedback 

to strategic actions at all levels of university activities, universities have been less 

successful in including students in the sharing of the outcomes of this data11.  

Feeding back results to students in a meaningful and purposeful way remains a challenge 

for student survey administrators. Surveys are not always timely and conducive to feed 

back for students, and the type of information ‘shared’ is not always interpreted as 

meaningful by students. What is missing often is data that reflects the kinds of issues that 

are important to students. These often implicit narratives are more likely to be unearthed 

through qualitative data techniques, the importance of which has been recognised, for 

example, in the collaborative research project mentioned earlier, on the use of qualitative 

responses to the GCCA Course Experience Questionnaire. 

While practices varied, there were also obvious areas of good practice. For example, at 

UTS some 70,000 subject (unit) feedback surveys and comments are delivered around 

week 12 of each semester, analysed and returned to the relevant Associate Dean 

(Teaching & Learning) and subject team within 8 working days of their receipt.  In the 

Faculty of Business at UniSA, evaluations are conducted in mid-semester which enables 

feedback to students, and a greater focus on qualitative data, addressing issues with 

students and sharing information about the identified opportunities for improvements and 

actions taken to address them. 

2.3.2 Overcoming issues around the sensitivity of results 

Often the sharing of results from student evaluations is complex within the confines of 

industrial relations and institutional cultures that attribute differing degrees of ‘blame’ to 

staff. Tensions between management, staff and students are real and evident at most ATN 

universities. Heads of School in particular acknowledged the weakness in student 

evaluation of teaching systems whereby it was difficult to use data for improvement across 

the School because more often than not the data was not shared.  

                                                
11 Watson, S. (2002) Closing the loop: Ensuring effective criteria from student feedback. Report 
delivered at the 21st Annual EAIR Forum, 8-11th September, Prague. 
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Approaches to address this tension ranged from fully accountable models where student 

evaluation of teaching is linked to staff appraisal, to improvement focussed models where 

student evaluation of learning is used in a formative sense. The latter was more common 

in ATN Universities in general, as evidenced in the comparisons presented between ATN 

universities and other universities in an analysis of the uses of student evaluation of 

teaching results.  

Many universities addressed the issue of the sensitivity of teaching performance data (in 

particular) in a number of ways by: 

• developing separate procedures for unit evaluation and teaching evaluation. Unit 

evaluation data is usually more widely available and used in improvement 

processes around units, and in an aggregated form to inform program 

improvements. Teaching evaluation data, on the other hand, is disseminated and 

shared at the discretion of the staff member, and in some cases used in informal 

peer review mechanisms; 

• allocating degrees of access by job role or position. For example, Heads of 

Departments / Schools are given access to teaching evaluation results in 

performance reviews with staff (Deakin University), results are mandatory 

requirements for promotion procedures; or as in the case of Victoria University, 

Deans, Associate Dean (L&T), Head of Schools, Program and Course Coordinators 

are given access to data according to a ‘need to know basis’ for the achievement of 

improvement goals throughout the university;  

• incorporating summaries of teaching feedback and staff responses to that feedback 

in improvement and appraisal processes; or  

• sharing information at all levels within a School in the spirit of improving learning for 

students, (this approach is used in the School of Physiotherapy at Curtin University, 

where staff of the school have reached a collective agreement about the use and 

nature of student feedback on teaching effectiveness). 

While there was evidence of ‘closing the loop’ at the institution wide level with annual 
course reporting regimes implemented through the teaching and learning governance 
structures, or service areas formulating improvement plans as a consequence of 
satisfaction surveys, it was often difficult to find evidence of students receiving results of 
individual teaching or unit level evaluations.  

Greater consideration needs to be given to timely feedback to students that reflects 
issues that are important to students. Strategies for improving feedback loops for 
students include the greater involvement of students themselves while developing policy 
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and practice to extend the use of evaluation results currently confined to the lecturer-
head of school relationship. 

3 Closing the Loop on all this data through benchmarking 

3.1 Engaging Staff 

Student expectations can sometimes be a challenge for staff. Therefore there is a need to 

facilitate the interpretation of results and assist staff to them work through difficult issues 

that arise from feedback. This requires resources at the local level in the form of ‘internal 

consultants’ who are available to assist staff through change processes.  

Information needs to be presented in different ways; ways that reflect differences in 

theories of teaching and learning as well as learning styles of teaching / academic staff 

themselves. Feedback needs to be linked to action. There may also be value in networking 

across university groups such as the ATN with staff in similar positions, around specific 

functionalities. It was suggested by all participants that engaging staff in benchmarking for 

improvement activities would require the incorporation of face-to-face networks, forums, 

round tables etc, where results could be discussed and contextualised, and where 

professional development activities could be targeted at opportunities for improvement 

identified in results. 

There are existing forums across the ATN that could incorporate benchmarking activities 

on a regular basis. These groups could be engaged at the outset in consultations about 

how benchmarking could be conducted. These include: 

§ Research group 

§ Library group 

§ T&L group 

§ Quality improvement group 

§ Deans group 

§ Heads of Schools of Nursing and Business 

§ Assessment and Evaluation Forum 

Participants also suggested new forums / networks: 

§ network / forum of evaluation coordinators 

§ program / course directors in each Field of Study 

§ Student service providers 

Benchmarking of improvement across the ATN should indicate areas requiring further 
attention, and be supplemented with local facilitators on the ground in each institution to 
work with staff. Merely putting things on a website does not produce change. 
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There is overwhelming support from academic staff for the growth of networks, round 
tables and forums within the ATN that enable face to face communication, dialogue and 
debate, and sharing of good practice. 

3.2 Challenges to benchmarking for improvement 

While staff were enthusiastic about opportunities for benchmarking there were also a 

plethora of challenges that needed to be overcome to achieve value in any sharing 

exercise. The list below is not exhaustive however provides a snapshot of some of the 

main challenges to benchmarking for improvement. 

Challenges: 

§ Getting agreement on theoretical underpinnings of survey instruments. 

§ Benchmarking mechanisms need to align as much as possible to local processes 

already supporting quality improvement cycles. 

§ Technological aspects of data and data storage need to be agreed upon. 

§ Will require central coordination, reporting and accountability, openness and 

transparency between documentation. Sensitivities in sharing data would need to 

negotiated along the way. 

§ Requires a user friendly management information system – we need to be able to 

better mine information for our own purposes. 

§ Benchmarking can be resource intensive, however results of benchmarking can also 

be used to argue for more resources across comparable sites. 

§ Benchmarking student feedback offshore may result in issues with partner institutions. 

§ There may natural resistance to change, and to disclosing information. Therefore 

benchmarking groups need to consider time required to establish trust and rapport at 

the outset. 

§ Need to contextualise benchmarked information with details about institutions, while 

keeping information simple. This might include attrition, models for placement, and 

integrated curriculum, ratios, hours of teaching, range of settings profile of students, 

program content etc. – information about how we are the same and how we differ 

needs to be easier to access. 

§ Disclosure requires the recognition of mutually beneficial outcomes, as one participant 

eloquently stated, “‘Any exchange has to be more valuable to me than what I give 

away”. 
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§ It might be more prudent to continue benchmarking with national data or other 

institutions that do better than ATN institutions. 

Despite the additional effort required to establish benchmarking mechanisms for student 

feedback across the ATN, there appeared to be strong support for such an endeavor. This 

view is based on the assumption that benchmarking will enhance current processes and 

practices by affording an external legitimisation to current internal measurement systems. 

Benchmarking may also assist in re-invigorating staff engagement in student feedback, 

and facilitate ‘closing the loop’ for the thousands of students who complete institutional 

surveys every year across the ATN. 

However, maximising the potential for benchmarking student feedback across the ATN 

requires focussed attention to the three levels of management: technological, cultural and 

personal.  
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APPENDICES 
Section A 

Table A.1 Common Framework – ATN uses of Institution Wide Student Feedback Surveys (not including CEQ and GDS) 

Scope Construct / 
Measure 

Cohorts Closing the loop 

Institutional 
– Division 
level 

Effective learning 
environments 
Learning Outcomes 

Current Students, 
Graduates 

All ATN universities, with the exception of QUT, conduct an institution wide student 
satisfaction survey, that incorporates questions on T&L quality (apart from UniSA 
who have a separate inventory at the course level). 

Some case studies include: 

Curtin 

CASS is a newly developed on-line instrument – quantitative and qualitative data used to 
elicit themes and areas of concern for students, (10% response rate). Response rate is 
expected to increase in future years, however the 2003 sample appeared to be 
representative across the student profile (Australian students). Results do not appear to be 
as effective for informing improvement at the local level, however a good management tool, 
which provides indicators for informing strategic priorities – and is based on issues students 
find important.  

T&L questions were included in CASS due to the diversity in student evaluation of teaching 
mechanisms (i.e. SET/SES) at the School level. This attracted some criticism attracted by 
those who believed that the instrument is not fine-tuned enough to accommodate 
differences in pedagogical approach and theories in teaching. CASS results are reported 
with Division breakdowns only – currently sample numbers are too low for further 
breakdowns. 

QUT  

There is currently no University wide, systematic method for collecting student feedback. 
However individual projects are conducted on an ad-hoc basis, every 3-5 years, such as: 

1996 Student Focus Project – qualitative study conducted by students (20-30 focus groups) 
looked at top 3-4 issues, and initiated a range of improvement projects. 
1999 quantitative study – looked at the major issues raised in previous study – this was 
repeated a few years later with a more generic survey. 
‘Track it’ program – a sample of student are tracked through series of focus groups over 
longitudinal timeframe, about 60 students involved. Incentives used to maintain participation 
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Scope Construct / 
Measure 

Cohorts Closing the loop 

include providing lunch and photocopy vouchers etc. Issues that are elicited from the main 
institutional surveys are canvassed within focus groups – perceived as a good way to drill 
down on what would otherwise be broad brush issues. 
However the unavailability of baseline data presents problems for trend analyses and benchmarking. 
Departmental groups conduct their own student feedback / satisfaction surveys but these are not 
consolidated at a level above that. 

 Vocational 
outcomes 

Current Students, 
Graduates,  
Employers 

UTS 
UTS has recently implemented an employer survey, however this area was identified as a gap in the 
stakeholder evaluation systems at other ATN universities 

 Student 
Satisfaction 
(general, and with 
services, support 
areas) 

 UniSA 
Currently there are four versions of SEQ – internal CWK and Research, external CWK and 
Research. SEQ is administered in August every year with a 2 year cycle to act on issue 
raised and drill down to specific concerns. 

Data is available on the web-portal for students with issues and strategies for improvement. 
Academic Board has a standing student/staff committee with members comprising representatives 
from student services, and student groups. It is chaired by PVC (students), signifying a high level 
commitment to a structured systematic approach. The Committee is well placed to action issues 
raised in student feedback because membership comprises heads of operational units. In addition 
each division has to respond to issues raised. 
 
UTS  
Student Satisfaction Survey 
UTS has a single enterprise wide system made up of a biennial university wide student satisfaction survey 
covering every aspect of the student experience of the university, an annual course monitoring system covering 
every course and a subject feedback survey covering every relevant subject each semester.  
The appropriate unit manager or A-Dean (T&L) receives a benchmarked trend report of their 
quantitative data and a summary diagnosis. Informs consolidated report on improvement priorities to 
Pro-Vice Chancellor responsible for quality enhancement. 
 
RMIT 
University Experience Survey 
Student feedback from numerous sources, including the University Experience Survey is consolidated 
into a Top Ten list of concerns and values. Strategies for improvement are identified in an 
improvement plan, monitored by the Students Committee and Teaching and Learning Strategy 
Committee (sub-committees of the Academic Boards (Higher Ed and VET).  
 
Results are disseminated to faculty A-Deans, however majority use is in triangulating data and 
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Scope Construct / 
Measure 

Cohorts Closing the loop 

contributing to improvement strategies identified in a yearly Top Ten improvement plan  from the Vice 
Chancellor to students. 
 

School – 
Program 
level 

Effective learning 
environments 
Learning outcomes 

Current Students, 
Graduates 

All ATN universities have developed course performance monitoring regimes that 
incorporate student feedback with other sources of information related to quality, 
relevance and viability of courses. 

Some case studies include: 

Curtin 

CASS results are used to facilitate improvement in teaching and learning in Schools. 
Tackling issues at the School cultural level is a shift in approach for Learning Support 
Services. This view emphasise the critical role for academic developers to facilitate data 
interpretation and meaning making on the ground, with staff. At Curtin schools use various 
approaches in collecting and use of student feedback. E.g. CBS Unit Feedback, use of 
CEEQ fairly consistent but not systematic across the University (LSN collate and analyse 
results). Currently there is a proposal to have mandatory unit evaluation. 

QUT  

All courses are evaluated faculty wide. Course coordinators work with HOS’s and report to 
Faculty T&L Committees. They also prepare course annual reports which inform a Faculty 
Annual Report. Reports include changes made, student feedback, stakeholder feedback, 
plans for the future etc. DVC then receives a Course Performance Report which is an 
exception report. Faculty wide student affairs administer course related issues / processes. 
The numbers of SEU and SET evaluations are reported with specific recommendations from 
reflections on student feedback incorporated in reports, 

Faculty T&L Committee - supports course coordinators with extra funds bonus $2000 per 
year, in recognition of this important work. Therefore the course coordinator role is 
resources and seen as an appropriate career development pathway, with the role couched 
in terms of academic leadership. 

UniSA 

Planning to modify SEQ to include CEQ type questions. Marking standards has been raised 
in student feedback as an important issue for students. Each Division has to respond where 
students indicate that they are less than 65% satisfied with T&L and research quality – 
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Scope Construct / 
Measure 

Cohorts Closing the loop 

where this occurs this is highlighted in action plans. 

CEI data is used to inform staff capability needs through identifying gaps via aggregated 
program annual reports. Staff are required to look at self referential parts of the program and 
to conduct internal self assessment and benchmarking for improvement. This is conducted 
via the program team, so that there is a group to validate the evaluation. 

Divisional executives have devolved authority to program review teams. Program reports 
include profile, and viability data – which is perceived as good information for other people 
to base their judgements about the program. 

UTS 
Course monitoring and improvement system is a diagnostic report produced for each faculty 
that  highlights areas of good performance and possible areas for enhancement. 

Employer Survey and Successful Graduates Tracking projects also used at the School level to inform 
curriculum changes 

 Student 
Satisfaction 
(general, and with 
services, support 
areas) 

 UniSA 

SEQ used at program level if N>15 
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Section B 

Table B.1 Participants involved in consultations for the study 

University Position and responsibility within the organisation 
Curtin Learning support Network 
 Head of School and Manager, School of Nursing 
 Manager, Surveys Office 
 Surveys Project Officer – University Planning 
 Associate Director, Strategic Information Support, University Planning 

 Head, Dept of Education 
 General Manager, University Planning 
UniSA Program Leader, School of Marketing 
 Pro-Vice Chancellor, Access and Learning Support 
 Coordinator, Research and Scholarship 
 Coordinator, T&L Services 
 Deputy Dean, Access and Learning Support, Whyalla Campus 
 Director, Student and Academic Services 
 Coordinator, Student Surveys 
QUT Director, Division of Administrative Services, Student Support Services 
 Project Officer, Division of Administrative Services, Student Business 

Services 
 Senior Lecturer, Faculty of Business  
 Head of School, Faculty of Business 
 Information Officer, Office of the DVC, Technology, Information and 

Learning Support 
 Director, Teaching and Learning Support Services 
 Higher Education Program Evaluator, Teaching and Learning Support 

Services 
 Director, Academic Programs, Faculty of Education, Faculty Office 
 Senior Lecturer, Faculty of Education, Learning and Professional Studies 
 Senior Lecturer, Faculty of Built Environment and Engineering 
 Senior Lecturer, Faculty of Built Environment and Engineering 
 Head of Service, Student Support Services, Careers and Employment 
 Career Counsellor & GDS Manager, Student Support Services, Careers 

and Employment 
 Head of School, School of Nursing, Faculty of Health 
 Assistant Dean Teaching and Learning, Faculty of Health 
UTS A/Professor, Faculty of Engineering 
 Strategic Intelligence Manager 
 Surveys Coordinator, UTS Planning & Quality Unit 
 Coordinator, UTS Successful Graduates Research 
 Professor and Senior Lecturer, School of Accounting 
RMIT Manager, Student Feedback Project 
 Head, Curriculum Innovation and Development Unit 
 Program Leader, School of Economics & Finance  
 Head of School and Senior Lecturer, School of Accounting 
 Program Leader, School of Accounting 
 Project Officer, Academic Development Unit, Business Portfolio 
 Head, Institutional Consultancy Unit 
 Associate Director, Teaching and Learning, School of Economics & 

Finance 
 Manager, Careers and Educational Development 
 Associate Dean, Faculty of Constructed Environment 
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