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"Innovation in Evaluation – a qualitative approach to HE student feedback" 

Most universities today have survey programs in place to obtain feedback from students on 
a range of issues. From general observation, these programs tend to be centralised and 
narrowly focussed on student expectations and satisfaction as to course delivery and 
facilities availability. These evaluation programs are, in the main, quantitatively based. 

This research project employs focus groups at all levels of an undergraduate Marketing 
program to gather data on student attitudes, opinions and perceptions. The aim is to provide 
timely and specific information as to the currency and relevance of course structure, subject 
content, learning and teaching approach, and the availability of needed facilities. This new 
qualitative approach enables us to tap into real underlying attitudes rather than the more 
superficial "top of mind" response commonly associated with the traditional quantitative 
approach. The approach differs from the traditional approach in that the students can raise 
and comment on any topic or issue they perceive as important and relevant to them. 

The outcomes include much valuable data on the gamut of student expectations, not only 
with regard to more rigidly defined academic matters pursued using the traditional survey 
method but also with career, social and equity considerations. 

  

Working Paper – presented to AARE Conference 2001 

"Innovation in Education – a qualitative approach to Higher Education stakeholder 
feedback" 

Background 

Many universities in Australia today have programs in place to obtain feedback from their 
students on a range of issues. Some general observations suggest that these programs tend 
to be very general in nature, and probably more oriented toward providing an historic 
overview of student expectations and satisfaction than providing strategic direction with 
respect to specific course and subject structure, delivery and management. 

It is our belief that there has been undue reliance to date on data-oriented surveys which are 
in the main school- or course- based and invariably centrally administered. An example of 
these traditional feedback systems is the Subject Evaluation System, a major component of 
the overall Swinburne Quality Management System (SQMS) at Swinburne University of 
Technology (SUT). It is centrally administered by the Office of Quality Education (OQE), an 
operating unit of SUT’s Chancellery. The selection of subjects to be surveyed each semester 
is mostly random and performed by the OQE, except that surveys for a particular semester 
can be requested by subject conveners. This occurs quite often, especially 

1) when course re-accreditation is due or 

2) when survey results are needed to support staff promotion procedures (as and when they 
occur). 

Typically, standard-format survey forms are delivered to subject convenors for completion 
during classes at the convenor’s discretion (normally between semester weeks 8 and 10). 

 



The format of the common (University-wide) survey 

There are typically 8 generalist questions (4 quantitative, 4 qualitative) and they are 
essentially a compromise, as the survey is used over all of the diverse schools and divisions 
within the University). These common or core questions can be supplemented with a limited 
number of additional questions, anecdotally 3-4 per survey, that can be requested by a 
convenor, but this facility is only used by 20% of the subject convenors. Even this low 
number (in 2001) is around three times the 2000 average (a telling "sign of the times" of 
additional administrative activity in view of the upcoming AUQA reviews in 2001 and 
beyond!). Around half of the schools also supplement the standard survey with "school-
based" questions (this school usage factor in 2001 has also grown). 

Difficulties with the current system 

The lack of resulting forward-looking data and the generality of the questions make the value 
of these programs to academic staff very limited. At discipline and subject level, the "broad 
picture" is, at best, of interest value only. The levels of acceptance of the results by 
academics are so low as to make the whole process seem unproductive (and at times even 
counter-productive). For example, it is absolutely predictable that the statement "the Library 
has met my information needs for this subject" will attract the lowest numerical indicator of 
satisfaction, even in a subject which does not require the use of library resources. 

The repetitive nature of the survey is anecdotally known to affect the response attitudes of 
many of the participating students. Annoyed with being confronted by many surveys for 
multiple subjects in any one semester, many admit that their frustration results in some 
responses given being deliberately false or untrue. 

Many schools/disciplines have attempted to gain more useful information from classes by 
implementing their own purpose-design subject surveys. While substantially different in 
content from the University-wide survey and more useful because of their tailored focus, 
their continuous occurrence in addition to the University-wide surveys often causes staff and 
student concern about "over-surveying" (and the increased possibility of erroneous or false 
feedback). 

Reason for review of our approach 

In January, 2001, Ken Trimble returned to the academic sphere which he had left some 
thirty years before, after he and Professor Peter Chandler initiated the teaching of a 
Marketing curriculum at Caulfield Institute of Technology (now Monash University). 

Ken Trimble’s thirty years of experience in the Market Research industry, both in Australia 
and in many Asian countries, allowed him to comment on the traditional University surveys 
from an impartial, externally-based point of view – that is, he took a new look at our old 
ways. 

We decided to put his experience to our betterment by re-examining the whole arena of 
student feedback (its aims, policies, practices and outcomes) within Swinburne University of 
Technology (SUT) and in particular, its Lilydale Division (SUTL). 

Regrettably, Ken’s untimely death in October 2001 put the proposed research program 
completely off schedule. In his honour, it will be re-activated in 2002, and will proceed as 
planned. 

 



Methodology 

Informal discussion within the SUTL Marketing group and with our academic associates 
(including the noting of adverse staff comments at Academic Assembly level) confirmed the 
initially suspected high level of dissatisfaction with the traditional feedback survey and its 
outcomes. The summary reports were deemed to be so predictable, consistent and vague 
as to be useless, even at a Division or Course level. Certainly, the results were adjudged by 
most subject conveners to be not very meaningful (and thus almost useless) at a subject 
level and consequently were not used by most of them (indeed, in some cases, the survey 
results packages are not even opened). 

The photocopies of the "comments "in response to Questions 5 to 8 on the reverse side of 
the form did, however, contain some useful qualitative feedback. The copies were attached 
to the Summary - or quantitative - results part of the survey. The respondents were 
encouraged to insert whatever comments they wished, and these ranged from "glowing" to 
downright defamatory. However, they did serve to give an "overall impression" of the level of 
satisfaction or dissatisfaction to a subject convenor examining the complete results package, 
and were useful in highlighting potentially serious relationship or technical knowledge 
deficiencies of both staff and students. 

The above more or less negative outcomes of the current evaluation process lead us as a 
discipline to try to determine the kinds and level of feedback which could give meaningful 
measures of academic activity which result in both satisfied students and staff. 

Our first step was to try to determine the questions which need to be asked in order to arrive 
at sensible answers relevant to our enquiries, and to discuss how better feedback capable of 
more practical interpretation could be gained. In view of Ken’s long experience in Market 
Research in general, and focus groups in particular, we decided to plan to conduct a series 
of focus groups to test some suppositions and propositions that flowed from our Marketing 
group discussions on the expected outcomes of our collective academic and "pastoral 
care"efforts. 

Focus group discussions enable us to explore not only what factors are 1) important, 2) of 
concern, or 3) of interest to students with regard to their learning experiences and 
environment, but, and more significantly, WHY they are important and HOW they impact on 
perceptions, performance and satisfaction with each aspect of the teaching and learning 
experience. Unlike a structured quantitative-oriented survey, the focus group enables us to 
tap into real and underlying attitudes and feelings rather than the more superficial "top of 
mind" responses. An important advantage of the focus group is that it takes away much of 
the error factor in surveys which arise from each individual’s interpretation of the meaning of 
the written question or statement. 

Focus group Composition and Conditions 

Gender balance was deemed to be important because of the roughly equal proportion of 
both sexes in the Campus population (both staff and students). 

Age/experience balance within the focus group participants was also considered relevant 
because of the regional nature of the Campus and its policy of actively attracting mature age 
students from within the catchment area. (The provision of higher education to the 
disadvantaged (in higher education provision terms only, I might add) Outer East region of 
Melbourne was apparently a significant factor in the deliberations leading to Swinburne 
gaining University status in the "Dawkins" era of educational development (?) of the late 
1980’s/early 1990’s.) 



Randomness of participants was, and remains, a major problem in conducting data/opinion 
collection surveys because of the small numbers at the SUTL campus and the wide range of 
academic areas covered in order to fulfil the above regional charter. However, both 
established practice and the growing literature on alternative forms of market research 
emphasise that the focus group method of gaining information does not need to display the 
assumed randomness and high number of respondents associated with conventional 
questionnaire-based surveys. 

The groups are organised as follows:- 

At least one focus group will be performed for each subject running in each semester. At 
least one other group will comprise industry members, with yet another for staff members. 

Students from each tutorial will be invited to participate. 

Each group consists of 8 to 10 participants, excluding the facilitator. 

The participants initially discuss the focus group objectives and understand how the results 
will be used. 

Anonymity of responses is assured. 

A relaxed and informal environment, with appropriate refreshments, is provided. This 
reduces the formal structural ambience considerably. 

Participants are provided with a pre-prepared discussion guide indicating the subjects to be 
addressed, but no preparation is required on the part of the participant. 

Participants are made aware that the session will be tape-recorded to assist later writing-up 
of the group outcomes, and their full agreement is gained. (We have found that one 
participant in every group normally assumes control over the centrally-located recorder, and 
checks that it keeps going!) 

Practical Limitations 

Timing of the focus groups to gain maximum participation by students was an obstacle 
which had to be confronted, and arbitrary decisions were made to try to maximise both the 
number of focus groups and the participants in each. Convenience to their study program, 
with focus group times being adjacent to their contact class times, was a major factor in 
obtaining a reasonable number of responses to our widespread and repeated requests for 
student participation in the focus groups. 

Availability of potential participants at mutually convenient times will always be a problem, 
and the required make-up in terms of equity and impartiality of selection often have to be 
sacrificed. 

Room selection and furniture layout is important to portray a sense of partnership and 
openness within the group - this facilitates free-flowing and lateral discussion of topics. 

Participant availability and their span of attention for the concentrated thinking and 
discussion which occurs in focus groups will determine the length of the session, but it 
appears that around 1.5 hours is a practical maximum. 



Asking for volunteers can often mean the most vocal or issue-biased persons may wish to 
participate, and they can potentially take over the group discussion, leading to an ineffective 
focus group. On the other hand, somewhat equal bias can occur through academic staff 
selecting particular students to represent each class in the focus groups. The experienced 
facilitator manages to eliminate as much bias as possible by appropriate and timely 
leadership of the overall flow of discussion. 

Preliminary Focus Group Outcomes 

Although Australia is touted as being a nation of volunteers (particularly in 2001), it was 
difficult to get the numbers of students to come participate in the initial focus groups as 
planned. In the later year subjects, it appeared to be almost impossible to get responses to 
our widely broadcast and repeated requests. The timing of the focus groups, being fairly late 
in the semester, may well have caused a clash in student workload priorities, with major 
assignments being due in many subjects around that time. 

We used a focus group comprised of eight (8) year 1 LBM100 - Marketing Concepts 
students as the test group for the relevance of the list of topics we had already prepared for 
discussion (see the attached Focus Groups – Discussion Guide). 

The room and refreshments facilitated a favourable ambience, and participants joined in the 
spirit of intellectual inquiry and personal reflection and communication very quickly. 

The openness and honesty displayed by all participants was notable to me (as a relative 
newcomer to the practical focus group process) but considered perfectly normal to Ken, the 
vastly more experienced primary facilitator. The fact that the Discipline Leader was one of 
the facilitators did not detract from the openness (indeed, it appeared to enhance the 
credibility of the overall process). 

Subtle transfer of flow between the many discussion points by the primary facilitator (Ken) 
ensured that most areas were covered in some depth within the allotted time, while no areas 
were arbitrarily or summarily cut off during discussion. 

In my opinion, more relevant information for Discipline review and discussion were gained 
from this one focus group than was obtained from the normal survey reports over the last 
five years, in my opinion. 

Conclusions 

The richness and breadth of comments garnered from the initial focus group were simply 
remarkable. In my opinion, there is very little relationship between the alternative feedback 
systems (i.e., survey and focus group) in terms of quantity and quality of the comments and 
data gained – the focus group approach is obviously better! 

The opinions and comments gained from the focus group could generally not have been 
gathered by means of the traditional survey approach without the questionnaire being so 
unwieldy and large as to be unworkable. 

Any potential bias inherent in the composition of the focus group is more than compensated 
for by the value of the information obtained. Any potential bias was, in my opinion, 
eliminated by the skills of the expert facilitator in leading the group discussion. 



To satisfy differing demands for quantitative and qualitative data, parallel systems of 
feedback need to be employed. A range of stakeholders needs to participate to gain 
comprehensive data useful for the range of data needs. 

Quantitative data gained from the traditional standard surveys is still useful for its intended 
purpose, viz, completion of statutory data requirements. 

Qualitative data gained from using alternative feedback methods can open up new fields of 
research and curriculum planning endeavours hitherto beyond our reach. 

Integration of the various approaches will result in enhanced course curricula, delivery and 
management at all levels of the University. They can give complementary, not competitive, 
views of the same endeavours and methodologies when used by competent practitioners 
and theorists. 

The value of any and all data gathered will increase as the well-established research 
principle of "Verification through Triangulation" is employed. As a result, the application of all 
forms of new knowledge about our stakeholders will be enhanced, as academic and 
administrative practitioners learn to trust the data displayed by the application of commercial 
market research philosophies and techniques to the Higher Education sector and its allied 
areas. 

Future Research Program Commitments 

In 2002, focus groups will be conducted for all Marketing subjects in each semester. Where 
possible, the number of participants will be proportionate to the enrolled numbers for the 
subjects, and gender and age/experience equity will be maintained where possible. 

Also in 2002, staff members and industry representatives will be invited to participate in 
focus groups, and the resulting data and comments will be matched where possible and 
correlated with the data gained from students. 

In early 2002, research will be conducted into the value and viability of the new 
"netnography", an analytical approach to examining web-based resources. As the number of 
programs at SUTL which use on-line delivery is already very high and still growing rapidly, 
this recent avenue may be relevant and important to us in the future. 

Informal and "corridor" staff/student and staff/staff discussions which result in feedback of 
any kind which can impact on current or future academic and administrative delivery matters 
will be encouraged to be incorporated into a new text-oriented database. 

A full review of the research program will be conducted in late 2002 to ascertain progress 
and determine new directions which may (or, most probably will) be necessary. The results 
of this review, along with the conclusions arising from the focus groups, will form the basis 
for a full conference paper to be presented to AARE Conference 2002. 

Further Research Needed 

More research is needed into the outcomes of alternative methods of participant selection, to 
ensure the minimization of individual bias (on the part of both students and other 
stakeholders) as much as possible. However, we must be mindful that some bias is 
inevitable (and indeed very worthwhile) in promoting vigorous and varied discussion within 
the group. 



Much has been done over the last twenty years in moving the academic and business 
worlds away from reliance on the traditional large-scale, randomly selected questionnaire 
survey approach. Methodology selection still causes great dissent between differing 
disciplines and practitioners, and more liaison and justification work needs to be done to 
bring the opposing factions together, in recognition of the pragmatic fact that the new world 
is dynamic and new methods can be just as useful, particularly when used in conjunction 
with the old. 

Conversation on comparative data is needed (across subjects, disciplines, schools, faculties 
and universities) so that the various feedback approaches can be evaluated, learned from 
and then adapted to the information and strategic direction needs of the particular 
environment or entity. 

Appendices 

Survey form (sample only) 

Discussion guide 

Powerpoint templates 

Comments and assistance 

As we move into the "New Knowledge" world we’re all going to have to live with and develop 
on our common experiences in implementing innovation. Please let me have your comments 
in person or by e-mail, so that we can better focus our efforts on how to assimilate the best 
of both commercial and academic worlds in order to end up with more effective feedback 
from as many stakeholders as possible. Any and all suggestions will be gratefully received. 

Kind regards from Mike Spark – contact details are given on the cover page. 

 


