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Abstract 
 
UNE is developing a new strategic plan for 2006. This stimulated a spate of reviews and 
second level strategic planning intended to feed into the new UNE Strategic Plan. At the same 
time our group at Planning and Institutional Research has been implementing a project 
stimulated by the AUQA review, to refine the reporting of institutional research data and to 
link it more closely with the planning process. In this paper we report three advances we have 
made over the last two years. 
 
We now get more value from Graduate Destination Survey and Course Experience 
Questionnaire data by linking with student data files, and producing a validated time-series 
data set for 1999-2004. This improved data quality and integrity and allowed deeper analysis 
and more credible reporting of data.  
 
Our reporting methods have changed completely. Instead of producing large reports that few 
people read, we now produce purpose-designed data reports designed to fit straight into 
agreed processes, such as reviews of courses and schools. Instead of expecting end-users to 
read reports and decide whether issues have emerged that require attention, our group is now 
allowed to draw attention to issues directly to the areas that would be responsible for 
improvement activities. In addition, data reports are published on the intranet. 
 
Thirdly we have developed a highly transparent, but challenging, data model for academic 
viability that is now used by deans for strategic management decision making and planning. 
This model addresses staff workload and subject viability to sub-school level. 
 
 
Introduction 
 



In recent years our small group has set out to make its output more useful to the University of 
New England (UNE). The objective of this paper is to describe some of the experiences and 
results that we have achieved, in the expectation that some of the principles we use may be 
useful for others. 
 
 
Background 
 
The main objective of institutional research at our university is to support five main purposes: 
 

1. Understanding students’ characteristics and expectations, their motivation, and their 
reasons for choosing this university and their course 

2. The university’s awareness of its own profile, especially its strengths in research 
3. Advancement of the university within its external environment 
4. Strategic management, especially the effective use of resources 
5. Quality assurance and improvement activities  

 
Previously, we didn’t have a problem with deciding what to investigate and working out what 
data to collect. We had no problems in principle with analysing the data and producing the 
results and interpreting them. But we did have a problem with producing output in a form that 
could be used effectively by the consumers of the information.  
 
The blockages were in the arenas of inter-group dynamics, effective communication of 
messages, mutual understanding of the roles of key players, and in different expectations 
about the purpose that the IR reports are intended to achieve. 
 
 
Quality assurance and improvement activities 
 
UNE quality assurance framework 
 
UNE’s quality assurance framework relies heavily on reviews that take place approximately 
every five years – of faculties, courses and schools. The central process for the reviews is 
firstly the production of a self–study document produced by the entity under review, followed 
by the review itself, conducted by a group with external representatives..  
 
Our group is responsible for providing most of the IR that is used as an input into the reviews. 
The IR information is of two broad types: statistical outcomes, and student feedback from 
surveys: 
 
1.  Statistical outcomes, for example: 

• Student enrolment numbers and demographics, and class sizes 
• Student success (numbers of passing grades for each class) 
• Retention of students into the next academic year 

 
2.  Feedback from students from surveys, which includes: 

• Nationally coordinated surveys that UNE participates in: 
o Graduate Destination Survey and Course Experience Questionnaire (annual) 
o First Year Experience survey (every 5 years) 

• The University’s own surveys of students 
 
Over the past two years we have completely changed the way we report all of this 
information. Previously we published the statistical outcomes data as a comprehensive series 
of tables including every subject area; and we published the results of the student feedback 



surveys as a series of large reports that included analysis to the level of academic subject. In 
our opinion these were quite comprehensive resources from which information can be 
extracted by the authors of the self-study documents. 
 
The problem was that the authors of the self-study documents did not agree about the value of 
the resources we provided. They said there were three problems: 

• They had to do the work of going through the resources and extracting and 
presenting the information relevant to their report, which was time-consuming; 

• Understanding the data in the reports and interpreting it required specialist 
knowledge; and  

• It was difficult, without previous experience in working with the data, to explain the 
significance of the data to the review process, and to attach value-judgments to it. 

 
We concluded that the users of the information wanted us to provide the data in a form that 
could go directly into the self-study documents, and they wanted us to apply our specialist 
knowledge to the data and present the information in a way that is more intuitively 
understandable. This became our goal. 
 
However none of the feedback gave us guidance about choice of data and layout what would 
be acceptable to the users of the information – it was up to us to propose solutions. We 
achieved the result by working with a representative group of users to settle on a series of data 
presentations. Since that time we have continuously sought feedback on the usefulness of the 
data, and evolved the presentations with this feedback and our own ideas for improvement. 
There is now a standard format for the IR data for reviews and we produce data to this format, 
on an on-demand basis, using the most recent data for each data type. 
 
The most interesting aspect of this change was the change in the dynamics and roles. 
 
Instead of being information providers, we became more active partners in the review 
process, with more of a stake in the success of the review process. This resulted in some 
surprising shifts in the roles of my group. 

• Previously we provided comprehensive information resources but did not provide 
advice or make value judgments; 

• Now we are responsible for active sifting, filtering and interpreting the information. 
Inevitably this means incorporating value judgments into the presentation of the data. 
We have become advisors about what outcomes are good or bad, and where attention 
is indicated for improvements. 

 
Annual monitoring of data  
 
Our statistical analysis and surveys take place every year, and we needed to agree on a 
process for monitoring the data annually, to detect changes in between the 5-year review 
cycle. It has been agreed that our group will analyze the data as described above, and will be 
responsible for alerting academic and operational units and their management to any trends in 
the data that indicate the need for attention. This has taken our role in the direction of 
“watchdog”. 
 
This role shift is a positive but surprising result. Previously the feedback we received 
indicated that there was some resistance to our group acting in this role, and overtones of 
feelings of “big brother” scrutiny. The change occurred following the Quality Audit of the 
university by the Australian Universities Quality Agency (AUQA), which was a period of 
intense scrutiny, both internally and by the external review team from AUQA. 
 
The data monitored by our group includes: 



• Student drop-out rates from subjects and courses; 
• Retention of students from one year to the next; 
• Reaching student enrolment and load targets, especially where the performance 

impacts on income or contracts; 
• Quality assurance data from student surveys at the commencement of their course and 

part way through the course; 
• Graduate Destination Survey (GDS) (Nationally coordinated survey of graduates)  - 

in particular the rates of employment of graduates; 
• Course Experience Survey (CEQ) (Nationally coordinated survey of graduates 

bundled with the GDS) – satisfaction with course and its teaching and learning 
support, from the perspective of students who have recently completed their course. 

 
The way we report these data has also changed, in a similar way to the 5-year data described 
in the previous section. 

• Previously (before 2003) we published the data on our Website and the responsibility 
for accessing the data and for detecting issues was with academic units and faculties; 
however the lines of responsibility for identifying and reacting to problems were not 
clear. 

• Now, we still publish the data, but our group is responsible for filtering the 
information and identifying issues. 

• There is no need to assume that for quality assurance purposes faculty staff will go 
through the data and identify issues (although they may do so). There is a clear 
direction that PIR will filter the data and identify issues with courses, subjects or 
administrative processes. There is then a clear line of communication with faculty 
administrators, deans and senior management, about any areas that the data show 
issues with. 

• The data we communicate for:  
o subjects with poor drop-out rates or a time-series trend in drop-out rates 

trending in the wrong direction; 
o academic areas that show reduction in student satisfaction as expressed in 

surveys; 
are also included in the faculty “teaching quantum” which has funding 
consequences for faculties. 

 
Getting maximum value from the Graduate Destination Survey (GDS) and 
Course Experience Survey (CEQ) 
 
We started a project in 2004 to increase the value of the data from our surveys, by creating 
time-series datasets and by setting up more effective linkages between survey data and 
statistical information. This work concentrated on the GDS/CEQ first because data from this 
survey will be used soon by the Australian Government as an input into performance based 
funding scheme called the Learning and Teaching Performance Fund (DEST, 2005). 
 
The Graduate Destination Survey (GDS) and Course Experience Survey (CEQ) are run twice 
each year and coincide with UNE’s Autumn and Spring graduation dates. The survey 
instrument combines both questionnaires into one document. The outcome is knowledge 
about graduates employment status (whether employed, either full-time or part-time) and 
further study status (whether embarking on a further course of study on either a full-time or 
part-time basis); and the CEQ part gives us a core set of information of overall satisfaction 
while a student, satisfaction with teaching, and acquisition of generic skills. 
 
The GDS/CEQ is an Australian Government sponsored survey that is coordinated by the 
Graduate Careers Australia (a quasi-autonomous non-government organization). All 
universities participate in the survey, and the results are available directly to Government, 



hence the use of the data as an input into the Learning and Teaching Performance Fund 
(DEST, 2005). The National performance data have been published previously, in tables that 
compare universities, by the Australian Government (DEST, 2004; DEST, 2001) 
 
Creating the additional value 
 
It is possible to assign the task of data entry for the completed questionnaires to the Graduate 
Careers Council of Australia, but we decided in 1999 to undertake the data entry in-house. 
The reasons were two-fold: 

• There would be better control over coding field of study and other data elements, 
because we have localized knowledge; 

• It gave us the opportunity to create links to other data sources within our data bases, 
which would give us the power to merge data from both survey and statistical sources 
for further analysis. 

  
For our 2004 project we had data spanning back to 1999 that is both of good quality and 
capable of relational linkage to our other data sources for students. This gave us the 
opportunity to use the data in many more ways. 
 
For example, the normal data collection and reporting of the GDS/CEQ does not record a data 
element for students’ course enrolled or any details back through the academic history of the 
student. Being able to link to the actual course enrolled in, and to details of the pattern of 
subjects studied, gives the opportunity for much richer interpretation and reporting. 
 
Regional matters and graduate outcomes 
 
Being a regional university, UNE has a mission that emphasizes the contribution made by the 
university to regional economic and social development by contributing to a skilled graduate 
workforce. The additional linkages we created to the data allowed us to link the home 
addresses of student when they commenced study, with the locations of their employment. 
 
As an example, secondary teacher education is very important to UNE’s mission. There is a 
shortage of secondary teachers, especially in regional areas. We are able to show: 

• 77% of students who came to the university from regional areas to study secondary 
teacher education are employed in a regional area within four months of completing 
their course; 

• 29% of students who came to UNE from a metropolitan home address are employed 
in a regional area. 

 
This conclusion was possible by linking the GDS database with the student administration 
database. 
 
Teasing out the value from industry and sector of employment data in the GDS 
 
Reviews of courses need to have good information about the employment outcomes for their 
graduates. We upgraded the information related to employment in three ways:  

• increased the precision of the course data field by linking from the survey database to 
the graduation tables of the student administration system; 

• separated distance education and on-campus undergraduate student cohorts, because 
their demographics and general life experience are very different; 

• classified the original data on the industry/business of employment using a schema 
that provides the strategic information we need. 

 
We are able to demonstrate positive and appropriate employment outcomes from these data, 



for example: 
• 95% of nursing graduates are employed in the health industry, and of these 78% are 

in the public health sector and 17% in the private sector; 
• 93% of graduates in secondary teacher education are employed in the education 

industry, with more than two thirds in the public sector and a quarter in the private 
sector; 

• for psychology graduates the employment industries and sectors are quite diverse, 
indicating that this should be taken into account when reviewing the curriculum for 
the course. 

 
We are also able to classify, interpret and provide information on the level of 
responsibility/seniority of employment of graduates (ie manager, professional, clerical 
worker, etc) and we can estimate the extent to which the skills required by the employment 
are appropriate to the university award.  
 
Free-form text comments 
 
For the GDS/CEQ data respondents often provided free-form text comments and we now 
these in the database with valid relational links. These comments have all been classified 
according to a set of categories, and according to whether they are positive or negative. The 
categories are shown in the table in the following page (“Domains” for broad categories; 
“Sub-domains” for data elements in the broad categories). 
 
The process of classification is an important first step in dealing with the free-form 
comments. Once classified into sub-domains, the comments can be indexed and sorted, and 
quantitative time-series trends on the number and type of comments can be analysed. Without 
classification, this would not be possible.  
 
We are now able to track trends within particular sub-domains, especially in fields of study 
that have high numbers of comments. The trends analysed can include comments regarding 
academic content (eg relevance of curriculum to the employment of graduates) or academic 
process (eg handling of assignments) or the relationship between students and staff in the 
learning process (eg quality and type of contact and communication). 
 
We publish these as a booklet sent to faculty managers and academic coordinators, because 
these people organize faculty level meetings, and can copy the papers as required. 
Subsequently, the booklet was published electronically on the Intranet. 
 
The comments database will also be used to provide compilations of comments specific to the 
course, school or faculty that is being reviewed. Before this year we could not provide 
comments in questionnaires to review panels.  
 
Table 1  Classification schema for free-form comments in the GDS/CEQ 
 
Domain Sub Domain 
Lecturers 
 Contactability 
 Helpful 
 Bias 
 Teaching 
 Methods 
 Knowledge 
 Supervision 
 Tutorials 

Course 
 Difficulty 
 Content 
 Structure 
 Choice 
 Workload 
 Practical 



Assessment 
 Marking 
 Turn around 
 Feedback 
 Standard 
 Requirements 
 Topics 
 Scheduling 
 Methods 
 Thesis 
Materials 
 Quality 
 Availability 
 Up to Date 
 Online 

Environment 
 Distance 
  
 Atmosphere 
Administration 
 Organisation 
 Information  
 Helpful 
Financial 
 Staff numbers 
 Funding 
 Cost 
Services 
 IT 
 Library 
 Other 
Residential Schools 
 Organisation 
 Value 
 Availability 
Outcomes 
 Opportunities 
 Work Relevance 
 Knowledge 
 Basic Skills 
 Self Development 
 

 
 
Strategic management, especially the effective use of resources 
 
Quantitative analytical information for strategic management is vital in an era of competition 
for resources and sharply increasing costs. The example presented in this paper describes 
information provided for deans of faculties and the university executive. 
 
Faculties are expected to make strategic decisions at the level of “narrow field of study” 
(NFOS) groups of staff and their academic activities within schools. Broadly speaking, the 
scope of NFOS is to define groups of academics who are situated in the same school and who 
overlap with each other in teaching expertise, but do not overlap to any meaningful degree 
with staff in other NFOS groups in the same school. For example Chinese and French 
languages are separate NFOS groups in the same school.  
 
Strategic decision dataset at narrow field of study (NFOS) level for teaching units 
 
The dataset facilitates strategic decisions at this NFOS level by providing analytical measures 
of :  

• academic workforce and viability; 
• effectiveness and efficiency in the use of resources earned by the teaching unit; 
• staff workload; 
• research intensity. 

 
The measures used must be objective, based on real data, and capable of robust inference for 
academic management and planning (that is, not vulnerable to challenge by contrary 
argument). 



 
We can illustrate the latter point by reference to “low enrolment units”. At this university, as 
is common in the higher education sector, there has been a more or constant scrutiny of units 
of study with low enrolment numbers (class size). The rationale is broadly related to 
efficiency and often also the equity in the use of staff resources for subjects that provide little 
economic return. 
 
After debating policy options that included strong and blunt instruments for financial 
disincentive, the university opted for a policy of annual review of low enrolment units, by the 
university’s top management group (Vice-Chancellor’s Committee, of executive, deans, and 
chair of academic board). This review was served by information on the numbers of units 
with enrolments below agreed thresholds. Resultant actions by faculties over 1999-2005 have 
reduced the number of units very significantly.  
 
However the policy also relied on a series of exceptions, whereby units of certain categories 
are not included in the tally. These exceptions included forgiveness on the basis of strategic 
necessity for students to complete a major; the units are required by a postgraduate 
coursework degree; or that the units comprised special reading lists, and so on. In a number of 
subject areas the number of exceptions appeared large enough to threaten to undermine the 
effectiveness of the policy as a whole. 
 
In contrast to the previous approach to “low enrolment units”, which allowed for exceptions, 
the strategic dataset provides measures that address a more broadly based concept of 
academic efficiency and the effective use of resources. The strategic decision dataset 
therefore by-passes arguments about individual units of study, by providing a robust objective 
measure of the effective use of academic resources.  
 
The most contentious use of the dataset involves the use of the analysis to inform strategic 
decision making, identify academic areas that should increase or decrease in size, or in some 
cases, to be discontinued on viability grounds.  
 
For this and many reasons, the dataset must be robust in the sense that the source data is 
agreed; the derivative measures are calculated in a way that is not controversial; and the 
concepts driving the rationale for data element are advanced enough to encompass the sweep 
of ambiguities inherent in academic management. The measures must also be simple enough 
for non-specialists to relate to and understand the significance of. 
 
The following section describes the key elements of the dataset, and illustrates the uses the 
data are put to in strategic decision making. 
 
Strategic dataset elements 
 
The top level strategic dataset is fed from two source datasets that are also made generally 
available to faculties and heads of schools. The first stage of our procedure is to circulate 
source datasets to get user feedback, and this includes the opportunity to challenge the data 
either for accuracy or appropriateness of grouping. This policy of using mutually agreed 
source data is important for the credibility of the strategic dataset.  
 
Source datasets are of two types: a unit-based load (EFTSL) and teaching earnings set, and a 
staff member based staff profile and research activity dataset. Units of study are classified 
into NFOS and individual members of academic staff are also classified into these groupings 
(with reference to their teaching responsibilities). 
 
The unit of study source data provides detail for each unit by mode, location, and fee-basis, 
and income earned by each unit is calculated using its fees information and Commonwealth 



funding agreement cluster. The staff and research source information provides staff level 
profiles, and HDR supervision and completions; research grants, and publications. This is 
built from source information at individual level but presented as NFOS aggregates.  
 
Elements in the Strategic dataset; 

1. Unit count – the number of separate units of study taught by the NFOS group 

2. Teaching load (EFTSL) for all units taught by the NFOS group (excluding units 
taught by partner institutions at locations away from the UNE parent campus 

3. Teaching income in dollars to the school, for the EFTSL load in item 2 above. This is 
calculated from the earnings from Commonwealth contribution and student 
contribution for Commonwealth supported places; and fees schedule for fee-paying 
places; displaying the agreed fraction of the gross earnings that are intended to reach 
school level. 

4. Model FTE teaching staff (MTS) calculated from the teaching income (previous 
element) by dividing the income by an average median academic staff cost, 
comprising salary and on-costs plus a loading for a share of general staff and for a 
share of non-salary. For example for laboratory sciences this figure is $155,000 and 
for humanities is $132,000. The Model FTE teaching staff (MTS) element is a 
measure of the number of academic staff (together with non-academic staff and non-
salary resources) that can be paid for by the teaching income. 

5. Model student/staff ratio obtained by dividing element 4 (MTS) into element 2 (load 
taught in EFTSL. This is a theoretical student/staff ratio. 

6. Units per MTS – obtained by dividing element 4 (MTS) into the Unit count (element 
1 above). 

7. Research block funding amount in dollars (RBF) obtained from the sum of Research 
Training Scheme (RTS) and Institutional Grants Scheme (IGS) funding for the NFOS 
group. RTS and IGS earnings are calculated at individual staff member level from 
staff member level research performance information. 

8. RBF amount (element 7) as a percentage of the sum of Teaching income (element 3) 
plus RBF (element 7). 

 
Table 2. Examples of Strategic Dataset elements for three Narrow Field of Study 
(NFOS) groups. 
 

Element # Element name NFOS A NFOS B NFOS C NFOS D
1 Unit count 14 15 27 10
2 Teaching load (EFTSL) 37.4 100.1 111.0 150.4
3 Teaching income $ 251,029 926,172 1,137,320 639,440
4 Model teaching staff (MTS) in FTE 1.9 6.0 7.3 4.9
5 Model student/staff ratio 19.6 16.8 15.2 31.0
6 Units per MTS 7.3 2.5 3.7 2.1
7 Research block funding (RBF) 729 110,616 1,030,778 40,655
8 RBF/(Teaching income + RBF) 0.3% 10.7% 47.5% 6.0%

 
Interpretation and use of strategic data set derived elements 
 
The dataset provides objective measures with simple but powerful policy rationales: 

• Element 4 – Model teaching staff (MTS) in FTE has a rule of thumb that a 
theoretically viable group should be at least 3 FTE (NFOS group A in Table 2 does 
not meet this condition).  



o The policy rationale is that a critical mass of 3 is the minimum number of 
academic staff for an NFOS group that will allow for study leave or other 
long term absences without threatening academic progression of students by 
restricting the availability of units. 

• Model student/staff ratio (element 5) is a gross workload index. It is a theoretical 
function that is dependent on the funding levels for that field of study. For example, 
NFOS D in Table 2 is in the humanities, which has an inherently high gross workload 
index as a result of low funding rate per EFTSL. An example of the impact of high 
gross workload index is a high assessment marking load (eg assignments), and a high 
feedback and academic support load for staff. In Table 2 NFOS B and NFOS C are 
laboratory sciences, while NFOS D is an area with medium funding rate per EFTSL. 

o The policy response to gross workload is in the provision of additional 
teaching support resources for that NFOS group, for example additional 
tutors. 

• Units per MTS (element 6) is an index of class attendance. If this index is high, 
teaching staff are spending a disproportionate amount of time attending classes 
(lectures, tutorials). The rule of thumb is that this measure should be less than 3.  

o The policy rationale is that the number of units taught must be reduced so 
that face to face hours are managed. Total workload encompasses both gross 
workload index and the index of class attendance, and there is an inter-play 
between the two. For example a high range gross workload can be 
manageable if the index of class attendance is kept low.  

• Element 8 (RBF as a proportion of income) is a measure of research intensity. 

o The major rationale for managing staff teaching workload is that there must 
be time available for research. In Table 2 it is not surprising that NFOS A has 
low research intensity, because the number staff is blow critical mass and the 
number of units taught per MTS staff FTE is very high. On the other hand 
NFOS B would be expected to have higher research intensity than it currently 
has, because its teaching workload indices are favourable. NFOS C has very 
high research intensity with almost half of its salary resources provided by 
research block funding. 

 
These four measures are becoming used as the core diagnostics used to identify fields of study 
groups that require management focus, and if necessary intervention. This intervention may 
be to:  

• Address the number of actual staff FTE (the MTS index in the strategic analysis 
dataset is a derived number as described above). If the actual number of staff, and 
therefore the actual student/staff ratio are quite different from those calculated in the 
strategic dataset, there may be a case to correct it by increasing or decreasing staff 
numbers in that NFOS group; 

• Compel the school to reduce the number of units within an NFOS group if the index 
of class attendance is too high; this may require a quite radical degree of 
rationalization, and may be quite contentious; 

• Ensure that there are sufficient resources to hire casual staff to assist where there is a 
high gross workload index; 

• Consider discontinuing an NFOS academic area where there is no prospect of 
improvement, and no strategic grounds for retention. 

 
Epilogue – has it worked, and have we made a more effective contribution? 
 
Yes.  



 
There are almost no complaints about the data presentation load of schools and faculties when 
preparing their self-study documents for reviews of courses and schools. Users find the data 
tables convenient to use and time efficient to handle. There are lively discussions about the 
interpretation of data and about statistical adequacy of interpretations where the number of 
survey respondents is low, for example. But these debates indicate engagement with issues, 
which is positive. 
 
GDS and CEQ data are now rich source of information that are being used in a variety of 
ways, and the database enables quite rapid response to questions that can be addressed with 
these data. 
 
The analysis of free-form comments has proved to be particularly powerful in the 
interpretation of CEQ data within the university, and is able to provide early warning signs of 
issues for improvement. This has been particularly useful as an input into strategic analysis in 
the build up towards the 2006-2010 strategic plan. 
 
The strategic dataset has now become embedded as an essential part of strategic management 
by faculties and strategic analysis by the senior management group of the university. The 
issues raised by the data are both informing decisions, but also stimulating discussion around 
the associated policy rationale. 
 
Doubtless, all of this will evolve further, but so far it is moving in a fruitful direction. 
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