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Abstract 

At the University of Newcastle, we are shining the light on non-academic aspects of the student 

experience, as well as on academic aspects. A new project “Student Feedback on the University of 

Newcastle”, or ‘SFUN’, was devised in collaboration with staff across the institution to better 

understand what students appreciated most about their non-academic experiences and where they 

thought improvements could be made. The project team included staff from planning, quality and 

reporting; student and academic services; facilities; IT; careers; counselling and health; and on-

campus commercial and retail services. The survey aimed to gather information about aspects of the 

student experience including: the ‘Learning Experience’ (quality of facilities and equipment, 

timetabling); the ‘Cohort Experience’ (being part of a group, sense of belonging); the ‘Uni Life 

Experience’ (safety, well-being, social activities); and the ‘Future Experience’ (transition from study 

to work or further study, connection with community/professional bodies, alumni networks). More 

than 4,000 students completed the SFUN survey in 2010 and four major reports were produced, 

integrating the quantitative and qualitative information. The reports focused on Student Services, 

Facilities Management, IT Services, and Commercial and Retail Services. The results were discussed 

with stakeholders and a series of recommendations were developed to establish strategic projects 

to address the findings. As a result, 25 collaborative projects were funded and are underway to 

improve the student experience. The light has been shone on issues of greatest concern to students, 

and projects have been implemented and are being evaluated – including new social spaces in the 

sun! 

Introduction 

The SFUN survey was intended to create a starting point for the gathering of baseline data on 

students’ perceptions of those elements of the University experience that are not part of direct 

learning in terms of course delivery, as part of a recognition of Hill’s (1995) argument that “[f]or 

those wishing to manage service quality, it is important to have some understanding of consumer 

expectations ...”. In addition, it was about promoting a culture of change that can implement the 

changes required to fulfil the goals of continuous improvement.  

The survey was developed in response to a Student Experience workshop held in May 2010 to 

establish what the priorities were for students in their time at University. The workshop model had 

identified four areas of student life that had greatest impact on their overall University experience: 

the Learning, Cohort, Uni Life and Future Experiences (see Figure 1).  
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The Learning Experience incorporates the teaching and learning aspects of University life, but also 

things that impact these like timetabling, standards of facilities, equipment and resources. The 

Cohort Experience is gained though the sense of belonging students have with their peers, and is 

affected not only by in-class experiences, but by the availability of accessible areas to meet up; and 

of events and activities of mutual interest to do together. In some cases these will be the things 

where cohorts actually get to meet each other for the first time. The Uni Life Experience 

incorporates both in-class experience and issues of safety, well-being and social interaction both 

within and without classes. The Future Experience also has academic and non-academic elements: 

the preparedness students perceive they get for their future beyond University, and their 

connections with community and other external elements of life. 

 

 

Figure 1: Four aspects of the student experience and their non-academic elements 

 

With these four aspects of the student experience as a basis, a non-academic services satisfaction 

study was developed for the whole student body of the University of Newcastle.  

Other studies have combined elements of these sorts of services with students’ views of teaching 

and learning service provision into a single instrument for obtaining student feedback.  While other 

studies have examined the importance to students of and their satisfaction with elements of non-

academic services (see for example, Aldridge and Rowley, 1998; Douglas, Douglas & Barnes, 2006; 
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Hill, 1995; Oldfield and Baron, 2000; and Wiers-Jensen, Stensaker & Grøgaard, 2002), these studies 

have been undertaken in broad scope with students’ perceptions and satisfaction with some of the 

academic aspects of their experiences.   

Indeed, in several of the studies, scales of satisfaction and importance of particular service areas are 

tested with students, in terms of additional influencing factors. In the case of Hill (1995), the level of 

importance of elements of academic and non-academic services was measured for each element 

over years of study, to reflect the changing importance of the variety of factors in relation to where 

students were on their study path. In Douglas et al (2006), the ratings are along a satisfaction and 

importance axis, so that measures of high importance with low satisfaction can be identified, 

between academic and non-academic services.  

At the University of Newcastle the approach has been to separate the two to give focus to the 

quality teaching and learning that are at the heart of student satisfaction, but also to give due 

attention to the other aspects of the student experience that work to enhance or detract from this 

central academic issue. This separation provides for minimisation of the possible effect of comparing 

the two aspects of service delivery together – and when compared with lecture delivery, teaching 

support, feedback on assessment and other issues of teaching and learning service quality, those 

non-academic aspects of service being relegated to lesser importance for students, and thus being 

given insufficient attention. 

Focus on non-academic services 

Part of the reason for separating out the non-academic services aspects of the student experience in 

collecting feedback is the ongoing debate about how effectively “concepts from the private sector 

related to consumers can be applied to higher education” (Green, Brannigan, Mazelan & Giles, 1994 

cited in Watson, 2003). The 2010 SFUN (Student Feedback on University of Newcastle) survey was 

developed in consultation with University non-academic service providers and was conducted in 

October 2010. The survey was designed to be offered online to all students asking them for feedback 

about their experience of services at the University of Newcastle, as part of a measure of the overall 

student experience. The survey comprised three parts, each focussing on various aspects of services 

outside the teaching and learning aspects of the student experience: 

• Part A had a focus on education support services and timetabling; 

• Part B was seeking feedback about health, well-being and IT services; and  

• Part C asked about students’ experiences of transport, facilities and retail and commercial 

services available at University. 

 

The organisational change for continuous improvement model 

Waddell, Cummings and Worley (2011) state that “Organisational change requires ...[the] change 

agent and members of the organisation to follow a process” and that this process involves 

identification of the issues through collection and analysis of data; feedback being provided to the 

organisation from which intervention may be informed; the planned intervention being undertaken 

through action; and the final step in the process, collection and analysis of data that evaluates the 

implemented actions, and when successful, changes incorporated as part of the institutional 

practice, (see Figure 2). 
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Source: adapted from Waddell, Cummings and Worley 

(2011) 

 

Figure 2: Organisational change for continuous improvement model 

This model underpins the practice employed in the implementation of SFUN 2010, and the ways the 

data has been used since. 

Survey methodology – collecting and analysing the data 

The survey consisted of items where students rated their knowledge of, use of and satisfaction with 

aspects of service, using a range of agreement and satisfaction scales. Open comments were also 

sought for many aspects of service. Comments were coded into themes for each service area or 

aspect, and were provided in full as appendices to the reports, with themes identified and reported 

in the main body of the report. The results were comparable with, and confirmed, findings from 

other internal and external surveys, including Student Forums (focus groups with 100 final year 

students in 2010).  

Each of the three parts of the survey was sent electronically to a third of the student population 

(approximately 12,000 students in each). Thirds were randomly determined, except that all students 

who had identified as ‘having a disability’ at enrolment were sent Part B, as this part had questions 

relevant to services for students with a disability. Just over four thousand students responded – an 

overall response rate of 13.7% – with the response rate on Part B slightly higher (14.1%) than the 

final rates for Parts A and C, (13.5% each).  
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Identifying the issues 

Four main areas of service delivery were identified in the responses from students, and four reports 

were prepared, one for each service area director. The areas were Student Services,  (Student Hubs 

– a centralised facility for students to gain advice about enrolments, study options,  (e.g., credit 

transfer, cross-institutional study, scholarships, special circumstances, to submit their assignments, 

etc),  timetabling, complaints handling, careers advice, counselling, disability support and the on-

campus health services); Facilities Management, (transport issues, parking, security, way-finding, 

comfort, buildings and rooms as facilities, and some events and activities that have involvement 

from these aspects of services) Information Technology Services (phone and online computer help 

services, myHub – the student e-gateway to their own enrolment information – access to 

computers, wireless connection, printing facilities); and UoN Services (responsible for managing 

activities and events, managing leases for retail, commercial and food and beverage businesses on 

campus). 

While the quantitative results showed a general level of satisfaction with elements of all services, 

and the opportunity to comment elicited a higher proportion of positive than negative feedback 

about some of these, there are other areas where negative feedback considerably outweighed any 

positive comments. Levels of awareness of services was one measure taken, and the results are 

shown in Table 1. Knowing how to find information about services was also targeted, as not all 

students may necessarily have need of all services available, and may not register them if they don’t 

need to use them. Satisfaction with their use of services was also rated for those who reported 

having used them. 

Table 1: Student awareness of non-academic services at University of Newcastle      Source: SFUN 2010 

Elements where opportunities for most improvement in each of the service areas were identified 

and a series of recommendations was made. These included: development of strategies across 
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service delivery areas to raise students’ awareness of services’ availability and how to access them; 

communication strategies to be developed institution wide, for shared best practice and to assist in 

ensuring academic and non-academic staff are giving student corresponding advice about service 

availability and their eligibility for services; and development of a monitoring and reporting 

mechanism to gauge continuation of progress in addressing areas of most concern. 

Providing feedback to the organisation 

 

The processes used reflect the hallmark practice of the University in its aim for continuous 

improvement, taking the “holistic approach ... [that] includes a strong focus on the phases of 

communicating results and strategies to develop strategic activities and implement change” (Young, 

McConkey & Kirby, 2010); and demonstrate the University’s focus on ‘closing the feedback loop’ as 

part of that practice. 

 

As a method of dealing with the findings of the SFUN survey and connecting it with findings of the 

Student Experience Workshop of May 2010, the Student Experience and Engagement Working Party 

(SEEWP) took the results as a major part of the basis for the development of a student experience 

and engagement improvement plan. In conjunction with Student Forum results and results from the 

Student Feedback on Courses – the institutional course delivery evaluation instrument that students 

complete during each course of their program – an institution-wide action plan was devised to 

respond to the concerns students raised.  

While the data provided a rich source of information of what needed to be done, “the ways of doing 

things should be decided by the people who actually will be doing them” (Harvey & Knight, 1996). To 

achieve the required commitment, wide collaboration and consultation across all Faculties and 

Service Divisions was undertaken by the SEEWP to engage with the feedback findings and to develop 

a comprehensive and prioritised plan of action to address issues that students had reported in deficit 

at the University of Newcastle. This consultation process evolved a series of Faculty- and Division-

based action plans, with input ‘from the people who will actually be doing them’, and funding was 

allocated for award to the most meaningful and immediately achievable projects that could be 

shown to address the findings of the reports, and offer a means to improve the situation as it 

impacts students and their university experience.  The funds were allocated on the basis of level of 

address and to what issues, achievability within a 12-month timeframe, and communicability or 

‘notice-ability’ to students of the changes so that they could see an immediate and positive response 

to their feedback. 

While the merit of assessing students’ perceptions of non-academic services is borne out in the 

responses garnered from the SFUN, the University of Newcastle is under no illusion about the 

importance to students of their experience of academic services. In an approach at variance with 

those undertaken in studies such as that of Douglas et al (2006), and Aldridge & Rowley (1998), the 

data was collected separately to cater to the diversity of services offered and the distinction 

between these in students’ experiences, but then the results were considered and acted upon 

together – to address the holistic nature of the student experience. 

Planning intervention  

Due to the feedback provided to the SEEWP also including feedback from student course 

evaluations, there were many projects that were funded which addressed issues raised by students 
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in the areas of teaching and learning. Academic services that will undergo project development work 

to improve performance include: development of complete BlackBoard sites for every program in 

every Faculty; learning development officers to assist students with a range of learning 

requirements, such as, for example, assisted essay writing skills, gaining familiarity with specific 

software packages, or doing some library research skill review; academic support officers to provide 

assistance to academic teaching staff with elements of their delivery that may require enhancement, 

such as, for example, improved presentation skills, methods for providing clear and timely feedback, 

assisting with the development of resources and presentation slides, etc; and a project to improve 

and standardise all course outlines, curriculum documents and to match assessment items to course 

outcomes in an explicit and transparent manner. 

Those projects arising from the feedback garnered in the SFUN 2010 focus on those areas where 

most immediate results will be achievable to be able to provide evidence to students of the 

effectiveness that their provision of feedback can make. Change needs to be demonstrable to be 

meaningful, and to encourage future participation from students in providing feedback. Thus, the 

funded projects focus on ensuring both the required changes and the development of effective 

mechanisms to communicate these to students. 

Undertaking action 

With lack of awareness of some services revealed as an issue for many respondents, and lack of 

knowledge about how or where to get information also scoring poorly for some services, the 

approach taken by the SEEWP was to headline the communications issues coming through the SFUN 

and identified in a range of other feedback instruments that had been used to inform its work 

(including Student Feedback on Courses and Student Forum data). In terms of results from SFUN 

2010, and apart from the broad institution-wide issue of effective communication of service 

availability, service areas of major concern to students that could be effectively targeted for 

improvement with short- to mid-term projects that were within a budgeted scope included 

bolstering services provision in the areas of careers advice and complaint handing; developing social 

learning spaces – inside and outside; signage and finding the way to buildings, rooms and service 

centres; assisted parking at peak times; developing activities and events programs that are suitable 

for the range of groups represented in the student body; and developing IT service capacity and 

availability. 

Communication Plan strategy and implementation is the overall responsibility of the Marketing and 

Communications Units at the University, but this is in terms of developing strategic methods to 

communicate with students and staff to keep messages consistent, relevant and timely. The strategy 

is arched over the understanding that a consistent message is required across all communication 

sources and interactions to ensure the message is not addled by the medium. Its development and 

implementation is broad in scope, underway and ongoing and a monitoring evaluation of student 

response and reaction is in place. It is contributed to by the other communications projects funded 

under the SEEWP review; and is integrated with these in a continuous consultative system that is 

part of the Communication Plan. 

A summary of the projects funded and currently being undertaken at the University of Newcastle as 

a direct result of the SFUN 2010 survey feedback is provided in Table 2. 
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Survey finding Student Experience 

Project Funded in 

Response 

Advice to students 

(Closing the Loop) 

Evaluation 

Lack of awareness of 

services 

Communication plan New means of communicating 

developed including use of 

Facebook, Twitter, email, SMS 

and student-created magazines 

and newsletters 

Ongoing evaluation 

in building 

awareness, and 

SFUN 2012 to test 

Information hubs Digital signage around campus; 

interactive campus map; lecture 

theatre news slides 

SFUN 2012 

Social learning spaces Presence of general access areas 

in main congregation areas of 

campus; signage; 

communication plan strategies; 

student involvement in design 

SFUN 2012; 

measuring general 

uptake and usage 

by students 

Promote Careers and 

Transitioning out of 

University (Future 

Experience) 

Promotion of the new one-stop 

web site for final year students 

with careers and future choices 

advice and links 

Measuring usage, 

SFUN 20112 and 

AGS 2012 

Student provision of 

feedback about any issues 

at UoN 

Promotion of the feedback web 

portal 

Web portal 

feedback; SFUN 

2012 

Inadequate campus 

signage for way-

finding 

Signage project funded to 

be complete November 

2011 

Students can see the e signs – 

and added signs advising that  

they are in response to student 

feedback 

SFUN 2012 to test 

effectiveness 

Inadequate assistance 

with parking 

Provision of parking officers 

at peaks of semester 

Students interaction with 

parking attendants at 

commencement of terms 

Anecdotal – 

students report 

appreciated; SFUN 

2012 to test 

Inconsistency and 

irrelevance to parts of 

the student body of 

activities and events 

Student Representatives on 

the events and activities 

planning team to target and 

promote events effectively 

Communication plan SFUN 2012 and 

ongoing feedback 

at events and 

activities 

Inadequate IT support 

and services 

IT scanners and printers 

provision; development of 

a student portal; bolster 

wireless access points 

Communication plan SFUN 2012 and 

uptake and usage 

of new facilities 

Table 2 – Projects arising from SFUN 2010 feedback 

 

Evaluating implementation 

The work issuing from the referral of SFUN results to the SEEWP has the promise of organisational 

change about it, and the initial signs are very encouraging. The far-reaching coverage of the survey 
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items combined with the academic service evaluations of Student Feedback on Courses and the 

generalist findings of the Student Forum have followed Waddell et al.’s (2011) model. They have 

successfully identified the issues. These issues were provided as feedback to the organisation, 

through the SEEWP for informed intervention to take place, and action plans to implement the plan 

were developed by the stakeholders themselves. An evaluation plan is also in place and some 

aspects of it are already being implemented, within a year of the conduct of the initial surveys. For 

the changes evaluated to be accepted and absorbed into practice will be the model of organisational 

change in action.  

Towards organisational change 

The approach to student feedback on non-academic services and their impact on the student 

experience taken at the University of Newcastle seeks to complement the feedback provided by 

students about their academic experiences to allow an holistic picture of the student experience to 

be formed, and acted upon in line with the continuous improvement philosophy used here. As past 

studies have shown there can be a muddying of the waters for students when they are confronted 

with evaluation or rating discrete aspects of their university experience together, so the University 

of Newcastle approach has been to separate these out, to shine the light directly on the non-

academic aspects of the student experience, so that the things that cause irritation or  where some 

awareness of their availability could alleviate circumstances that impact on students’ academic 

experience can be overcome.  

The University of Newcastle has a rich data set as its baseline for how services are perceived in 2010, 

and has taken the results through the process of organisational change implementation described in 

Waddell et al. (2011) to adopt new organisational practice. Early evaluation of initial programs 

indicates a good response from students at the closing of the loop on their SFUN feedback, and will 

be followed up with the survey’s reiteration in 2012. The outcomes of action and evaluation 

undertaken to date and planned to the end of 2011 in response to the SFUN findings will serve to 

enhance the overall student experience of students at the University of Newcastle, and to allow 

them to enjoy some time spent in the sun. 
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