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The following case studies have been provided by a variety of institutions to demonstrate how they are using data from the National Student Survey (NSS) to enhance the student learning experience.

We welcome any additional case studies of how your institution is using the NSS data to add to the existing collection. If you would like to submit an example from your own institution please complete the template, available at www.heacademy.ac.uk/nss. If you have any queries regarding NSS case study resource or the Academy's work on the NSS please contact Matthew Watkins at matthew.watkins@heacademy.ac.uk or 01904 717500.

The Academy would like to thank all institutional representatives who contributed to this collection of case studies.
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Alignment of internal surveys with national surveys
	Case Study Title
	Alignment of internal surveys with national surveys

	Institution
	University College for the Creative Arts at Canterbury, Epsom, Farnham, Maidstone and Rochester

	Case study

	The University College for the Creative Arts was created on 1 August through the merger of the Kent Institute of Art & Design and The Surrey Institute of Art & Design, University College.  As a result of the merger taking place just before the NSS results were released in 2005, there was a limited response to the survey.
In 2005/06, the internal satisfaction survey was revised to produce a harmonised undergraduate, taught postgraduate and FE survey for the new institution, but no account was taken of the NSS in doing this; however, in analysing the survey results for 2005/06 a comparison was made with results of the 2006 NSS and in order to facilitate better comparability in future years it was proposed that the internal survey be more closely aligned with the NSS.
The proposed new survey for 2006/07 integrated the 22 NSS questions and adapted the response grading.  Key questions from the previous survey were also retained to provide a greater level of detail than that provided by the NSS question responses and to enable comparison with the results of the previous year.  The survey was re-focussed on academic concerns with fewer questions about services and facilities in response to feedback received from colleges during Annual Academic Monitoring.

The proposed survey was considered by a meeting of Academic Policy, Quality & Standards Committee and was rejected.  The wording used in the NSS was considered to be ambiguous and there were concerns that it would not capture fully key internal issues.  Further consideration of the survey has resulted in the decision to take a more strategic approach to the survey in future by considering what it will be used to gauge, although in the current year the survey created in 2005/06 is being used. 
Research students have traditionally received a different survey to that used for taught students in order to capture those issues which are particular to research.  For 2006/07 this survey has been revised to enable comparison with the national PRES survey, although the University College has not participated in the survey this year.  It was also intended that the revised survey would enable better comparability with the University College’s taught postgraduate and undergraduate surveys.  Despite the decision not to use the new taught satisfaction survey, it was agreed that the revised research survey would be implemented.  The Research Degrees Committee was supportive of the new survey and the opportunities it would provide for benchmarking against the national survey.
The research student survey is currently being undertaken and analysis of the results will be considered through annual monitoring later in the year.  When the national data is available, the results will be analysed against this and it will be interesting to see whether the main concerns of research students at the University College are shared by students nationally and we hope this will result in the identification of good practice.  In addition, using some of the PRES questions will enable the University College to determine whether it would be helpful to participate in the PRES survey, possibly using it to replace the current internal survey.


	Contact name
	Emma Sheffield

	Contact job title
	Senior Quality & Standards Manager

	Contact email
	esheffield@ucreative.ac.uk


Managing turn-around times for feedback to students and managing students’ expectations of turn-around: a ‘no-cost’ approach
	Case Study Title
	Managing turn-around times for feedback to students and managing students’ expectations of turn-around: a ‘no-cost’ approach

	Institution
	University of Glamorgan

	Case study

	Introduction

The University of Glamorgan closely monitors its NSS results and expects its faculties to put in place action plans if subject scores fall below an internally agreed threshold in any given subject area.  In 2005 and 2006 scores for Psychology in the ‘Assessment and Feedback’ scales were as follows:

2005

2006

2007
5. The criteria used in marking have been clear in advance

3.2

3.0

3.3
6. Assessment assignments and marking have been fair

3.4

3.3

3.7
7. Feedback on my work has been prompt

2.9

2.8

3.2
8. I have received detailed comments on my work

3.2

3.1

3.3
9. Feedback on my work has helped me clarify things I did not understand

3.2

2.9

3.2
Although these scores were low for the University, they were contextually set against the low-scoring results on these questions for all institutions.  However, the level of the results combined with their drop in 2006 from the 2005 position meant that the subject staff needed to examine practices and policies to see what could be learned not least because the staff felt they were working to expectations of the team are particularly professional and student-focussed.  The Psychology Department is well aware of the impact that the NSS results have on league tables and student and parent perception of a university course.  The Head of Department discussed the issue with all academic staff in the subject area and the two areas of most concern targeted for action were:
· timeliness of feedback 

· quality of the feedback provided in terms of helping students to improve.
Action 1 - Timeliness of Feedback

Provision of an assessment diary for students

A diary of assessment and "hand-back" dates was developed for the students.  The Divisional Head for Psychology compiled this in consultation with colleagues.  It was important that the agreed targets were realistic for both staff and students. The assessment diary was a list of module codes and titles across all years, dates for when assessments were to be submitted and dates by which they were to be returned.  This was posted on all Blackboard sites and was available at a number of key sites in the Faculty.

Electronic task list for staff

An electronic task list of all hand-back dates was posted into staff Outlook calendars to alert staff about impending deadlines.  Again with was done in consultation with staff to ensure that expectations were realistic and achievable.

Timeliness of feedback outcomes 

The focus on timeliness of feedback aimed for the following outcomes:
· Clarity for students

· An understanding of the student experience

· Structured organisation of feedback across modules

· Compliance with University regulations.
Action 2 - Independent scrutiny of coursework feedback
The Head of Learning and Teaching (Undergraduate) undertook an independent scrutiny of coursework to assess the quality and timeliness of the feedback provided.  The approach was to take a random sample of coursework across all modules.  The Head of Department felt that this process ensured that someone from outside of Psychology had access to the full range of feedback and it provided an additional level of independence to that already provided by external examiners.  The Head of Learning and Teaching (Undergraduate) also has experience of feedback in other areas of the faculty and was in a position to compare the level provided by Psychology to that from other subjects.  All staff engaged fully with the project and did not object to this additional level of scrutiny but are committed to improving the student experience in this area.

Evaluation of the initiative

An on-line survey using QuestionMark Perception was attached to all Psychology modules on Blackboard.  It asked the students to reflect on their experiences on feedback and assessment.  The survey was anonymous and students were only identified by course and year of study. This was conducted by the Head of Learning and Teaching (Undergraduate) in consultation with the Head of Department and the Divisional Head.    Both qualitative and quantitative data was captured. The results are being analysed and will be looked at in conjunction with the NSS results.  The initial analysis shows a positive reaction to assessment diary and the timing and quality of feedback.

The analysis of the survey and the independent scrutiny will be combined into a report and formal feedback will be given to staff on the outcomes of the study together with critical reflection on the 2007 NSS results for this subject. Additionally, the Psychology team will obtain more specific information from external examiners regarding the level of feedback provided on particular modules. The evaluation will inform the strategy for the next academic year.



	Contact name
	(1) Cath Jones    (2)  Denize McIntyre

	Contact job title
	(1) Head of Learning & Teaching, Faculty of Humanities & Social Sciences (2) Support Manager, Centre for Excellence in Learning & Teaching

	Contact email
	(1) cejones@glam.ac.uk (2) dmcintyr@glam.ac.uk


Role in the Enhancement Process
	Case Study Title
	The National Student Survey and its Role in the Enhancement Process

	Institution
	University of Wales, Newport

	Case study

	The National Student Survey is used at Newport to inform the processes and procedures associated with strategic planning, quality assurance and enhancement. These issues are currently considered by three boards/committees as illustrated in the diagram below.

[image: image2]Issues surrounding enhancement are primarily considered by the Learning and Teaching Committee (L+TC). Enhancement initiatives undertaken as a consequence of due consideration of issues raised in the National Student Survey include:
· The Learning and Teaching Committee request the Academic Schools to produce Action plans in response to issues raised in the NSS. The committee also monitors the progress made by the Schools on these plans.

· Annual Monitoring and Evaluation reports are informed by the NSS. This includes a request of the Schools to reflect upon the survey results relating to the respective academic session. Additionally consideration is being given to requesting Schools to comment upon the year-on-year cumulative results achieved in the NSS. This is with a view to identifying issues that are improving over time and those that are not. 

· High Satisfaction scores in the survey (nominally greater than 4) are directed to the Learning and Teaching Committee as a means of sharing best practice.

· Low satisfaction scores in the survey (nominally less than 3) are directed to the Academic Standards Committee as a means of monitoring standards. 

· A realignment of the existing student satisfaction questionnaire and module evaluation questionnaires

· The use of the NSS as an evidence base for periodic programme review

· One of the drivers behind a faculty-wide review of the first year student experience.

In conclusion, the NSS offers significant potential to contribute to existing processes and procedures in order to enhance the quality of the student experience.



	Contact name
	Alan Hayes, Brent Stephens

	Contact job title
	Associate Dean (Teaching and Learning)

Director of Quality Assurance and Enhancement

	Contact email
	alan.hayes@newpprt.ac.uk,

brent.stephens@newport.ac.uk.




Curriculum Development
	Case Study Title
	The National Student Survey and Curriculum Development

	Institution
	University of Wales, Newport

	Case study

	The National Student Survey is used at Newport to inform the processes and procedures associated with strategic planning, quality assurance and enhancement. These issues are currently considered by three boards/committees as illustrated in the diagram below:

[image: image3]
Issues surrounding enhancement are primarily considered by the Learning and Teaching Committee (L+TC). One strategic enhancement initiative instigated by the L+TC was that of teaching awards. These awards were internally funded and awarded to staff upon receipt of an enhancement-led project proposal. One such proposal from the Newport Business School proposed to consider the data contained within the NSS and use it as one component to inform the curriculum development process. Specifically, the project proposed to identify current practice that led to areas of satisfaction and those that led to dissatisfaction within the student body. This was with a view to enhancing current and embedding best practice within a suite of business undergraduate programmes which were due for revalidation. The Business subject area had achieved pleasing results in both the 2005 and 2006 surveys, although the institution as a whole had ranked less highly. The proposal to undertake the quantitative data analysis and qualitative research was successful in obtaining funding.
Initial research findings were incorporated into the programme documentation that formed the basis of a successful validation event in May 2007. It was reasonably easy to identify “good” or “bad” practice when dealing with processes. For example, the quantitative and qualitative analysis confirmed that the assessment procedures in place were robust, standard terminology was being used when articulating learning outcomes and this could be linked to satisfaction. Similarly, it became apparent that although many opportunities for personal development were embedded in the existing scheme, these needed to be improved and more clearly signposted. The importance of personal development planning and work related learning is therefore at the core of the newly validated scheme.

However, the research was widened as a result of the interpretation of qualitative feedback from current and past students. It became apparent that although some areas of best practice could be clearly identified and embedded in curricula design, other “practices” that improved satisfaction were more difficult to articulate / quantify. For example. many students  commented upon the fact that “they felt cared for” and “trusted the course tutors”.  Unsurprisingly, it is proving challenging to identify specific practices that build this trust and this is an area of ongoing research. It is becoming apparent that the way that the students and their expectations are “managed” is of key importance here. 

The initial research concerning curriculum design has also been expanded to include wider issues such as the interpretation of the 22 questions, the linkages between the 6 categories (“the teaching on my course” “assessment and feedback” etc) and the relationship between the 6 categories and the final “overall satisfaction”. Interesting findings in this area include:
· Learning and teaching would appear to have the greatest impact upon “overall satisfaction”. This is confirmed quantitatively when measuring association and qualitatively by student feedback. The consensus was that virtually all issues that a student may have regarding their course can be overcome if managed appropriately. However, as soon as students think the tutor is “not knowledgeable in their subject area”, dissatisfaction is inevitable.

Additionally, factors that can influence “overall satisfaction” are being investigated. These factors could be deemed as:

· personal e.g. gender, race and how the students’ view their relationship with the university i.e. customer or student?, level of fees and funding

· Institutional e.g. learning and teaching, learning resources, campus, % of students living in student accommodation vs. living with family, prestige

· External e.g. location.



	Contact name
	Alan Hayes,
Brent Stephens,
Jo Jones,
Ruth Gaffney-Rhys

	Contact job title
	Associate Dean(Learning and Teaching),
Director of Quality and Enhancement,
Senior Lecturer,
Senior Lecturer

	Contact email
	alan.hayes@newport.ac.uk,

brent.stephens@newpprt.ac.uk,

joanna.jones@newport.ac.uk,

ruth.gaffney-rhys@newport.ac.uk.


Programme Organisation and Management

	Case Study Title
	The National Student Survey and Programme Organisation and Management 

	Institution
	University of Wales, Newport

	Case study

	The National Student Survey is used at the University of Wales, Newport to inform the processes and procedures associated with strategic planning, quality assurance and enhancement. These issues are currently considered by three boards/committees as illustrated in the diagram below:-


[image: image4]
In response to the 2006 National Student Survey results, which highlighted course organisation and management in relation to timetabling as an area of concern for Newport, the University’s Information Strategy Panel agreed to form a timetabling sub group to undertake an institutional review of timetabling.  The timetabling project steering group consulted with academic staff, support staff and students in the development of institutional timetabling guidelines that seek to improve the student experience, encourage more effective utilisation of resources and facilitate opportunities for cross-school delivery. More specifically, the group undertook a review of:

· Organisation and management – to investigate the strengths and weaknesses of the current timetabling system.

· Term-time working – to investigate whether students have had any problems trying to combine regular term-time work and the demands of their course.

· Travel and family arrangements – to investigate whether the timetable has resulted in any problems with travelling or family commitments.

· Diversity and equal opportunities to investigate ways in which timetables actively promotes equality of opportunity for all, irrespective of age, disability, religion or family commitments.

Multiple data sources were used to gather data from the target audiences:
· Student focus groups;

· Academic staff online questionnaire;

· Support staff semi-structured interviews;

· A poll through the virtual learning environment.

Student Experience

During the student focus groups, a number of issues were raised that not only have a negative impact on timetabling, but also have wider implications in respect of the student experience. In addition to changing the 9.00 start, students’ recommendations to the university on how to improve timetabling included more predictable and consistent timetables and fewer cancelled sessions.

Diversity

Students and academic staff were asked about ways in which their timetable actively promotes equality of opportunity for all, irrespective of age, disability, religion or family commitments.

There was limited knowledge amongst students about diversity and equal opportunities; however, their responses indicate awareness that different groups of students have competing needs. Mature students raised issues including start times, reading weeks to coincide with half-term holidays and the number of days on campus. International Office commented that international students have different priorities.

Student Services were particularly concerned about one School’s timetables, particularly as the School has a high proportion of dyslexic students. If such students miss the first session or two they get very anxious about it and upset.  There is also an increasing number of students with Aspergers Syndrome and they need their timetables presented in a clear and accurate way. 

Communication
The variation in staff responses indicates that there are no clear guidelines for informing students about cancellations or changes to their timetable. 

Students agreed that text messaging was the most effective method of communication if a class had to be cancelled at short notice, otherwise VLE or email was thought to be an acceptable way of informing students of changes to the timetable.  There was frustration that some students were sent text messages and emails to inform them of changes, whereas other staff relied on notice boards and words of mouth.

Recommendations for Consideration

This study has provided a large amount of information regarding the opinions of staff and students about a number of different aspects of timetabling at Newport.  The report also highlights a number of key areas for improvement that should now be addressed including:

· Identifying ways in which awareness of equality of opportunity in respect of timetabling can be improved across the institution;

· Developing a formal protocol for informing students about cancellations or changes to timetables.



	Contact name
	Alan Hayes

Brent Stephens

	Contact job title
	Associate Dean(Learning and Teaching)

Director of Quality Assurance and Enhancement

	Contact email
	alan.hayes@newport.ac.uk
brent.stephens@newpprt.ac.uk


Using feedback to drive change
	Case Study Title
	Using feedback to drive change

	Institution
	Anonymous

	Case study

	This case study describes how NSS/TQI information was used to complement other feedback mechanisms and then to support a re-engineering process in relation to one aspect of a University’s provision.   

The University of Poppleton’s degrees in two or three subjects have existed since 1991. Originally entitled the ‘Combined Subject Programme’, they have recently been retitled to fit in with perceived practice across the sector as the ‘Joint Honours Programme’ (JHP) The JHP draws modules from subject areas and single honours degrees across the University and uses combinations of these to make up joint/major/minor pathways. Most combinations were historically regarded as possible. The scheme is managed by a scheme leader and a small team of ‘academic counsellors’. Each subject has a subject leader, but these are not direct reports to the scheme leader, rather a collaborative and relational network that spans the university. There is also a ‘front office’ known as the student advisory service (SAS), and a student liaison officer who mainly works on retention-related activity. The case study focuses on changes to the scheme over a twelve-month period.   

During this fifteen year history student numbers had risen to around 2000 (in 2002), who were studying combinations from more or less any two (or three) from up to fifty-six different subjects. This was around one-quarter of all undergraduates in the University. By the end of 2004 the ‘CSP’ as it was generally known at this time was experiencing some difficulty. Retention rates (due to non completion and withdrawal) were worse than the University average, at around 75%, and the institution itself was worse than the sector average and worse than its benchmark group.  It was perceived (especially by the new V-C) as too complex, inefficient, and wasteful of timetable resources. The subjects that made up the scheme were obliged to use the joint/major/minor timetable arrangements as the basis, which caused resentment in the schools and faculties. The comment typically heard was of ‘the tail wagging the dog’.    

What of the student experience? Student feedback, gathered by the programme team through an annual questionnaire, and by the scheme-level external examiner through focus groups, had reported a number of perennial issues. These included:

· Perceptions of inequity of treatment by joint/major/minor students as compared to single honours students. They believed the lecturers regarded them as second class citizens. This was not entirely without reason, albeit in a minority of subjects. 

· Perceptions of inconsistency of academic or pedagogical practice especially where students were taking subjects from very different disciplinary traditions. This might extend to, for example, approaches to referencing, levels of tutorial support, student/lecturer interaction norms, feedback on assignments, or assignment return policies.

· A feeling by students that they lacked a focus, especially when their combination was from two (or more) different faculties – which actually applied to around 30% of all students at any one time. They often didn’t know where to go, or who to talk to or found that information for their subject on notice boards only related to single honours degrees.

· Instability and unreliability of the timetable. Subjects would make changes to module times at local level, without telling the managing group or scheme leader, and sometimes only telling the students on single honours degrees.

Information held on the TQI website presented the scheme as worse than the sector norms on almost every measure (only learning resources was above the sector average), and confirmed all of the concerns raised by the internal surveys. This was after all information in the public domain, and there was a growing view that the scores were affecting applications.  Clearly these results presented some challenges. Particular challenges, within the scale scores, were in relation to ‘feedback on my work………’,  ‘any changes in the course or teaching have been communicated effectively’, and ‘overall satisfaction’. 
As if evidence was required, just when things seemed like they couldn’t get worse, applications experienced a severe decline. Between 2005 and 2006 they had fallen by 10%, and by Easter 2006 they were a further 25% down on the same point in the previous year.  Pressure was growing in the University for a major review of the scheme. There had already been a ‘cull’ of smaller subjects in 2005/6, down to 40, the smallest number of subjects since the early 1990’s. there was a severe danger that the University’s combined programmes, which had once been the backbone of its undergraduate provision, would be dismantled.  To triangulate the NSS data, in the spring of 2006, the University hired a consultancy company to conduct quantitative and qualitative evaluations. Their results confirmed the concerns expressed on the TQI website and provided a further impetus for change. 

In early 2006 the management group, chaired by the scheme leader, embarked on a programme of re-engineering. They set out to:

· Improve the conversion of applications to starters, thus re-establishing the scheme as an important part of the University’s targets for growth.

· Re-brand the CSP to ‘joint honours’, as it was felt that the title ‘combined programmes’ tended to apply more to ‘open credit’ type provision. Put simply, if the scheme was producing results in terms of its contribution to the University, it would help its profile at all levels and facilitate the change process. This meant a focus on marketing and promotion that hadn’t existed before, including new publicity materials and a new web presence.  

· Crucially, to enhance the quality of the student experience and to address some of the major concerns expressed by students and evidenced by internal surveys, external examiner reports, and especially (because this information was in the public domain and believed to be having an impact on applications) the NSS. The actions in respect of the student experience included a complete revision of the entire undergraduate timetable, working towards consistent presentation of information between subjects, improving the focus for student enquiries and enhancing tutorial support. 

Because the scheme relied on the collaboration and co-operation of colleagues in faculties across the university, and because the timetable changes required radical changes to single honours timetables as well, a major communications exercise was undertaken to ‘sell’ the process at all levels from the V-C downwards. The National Student Survey information drawn from the TQI website was a significant part of the evidence base presented to staff across the University to persuade them of the need for change. 

As at Easter 2007 the following results had been achieved:

· The timetable redesign had been completed on target

· The CSP had been re-branded to Joint Honours, including all publicity materials and UCAS

· Applications were increasing, conversion had radically improved, and even the previous year’s poor application rate had been turned into an on-target recruitment

· Retention had improved to 89%, with particular successes in the number of students returning in phase two and phase three.
These ‘quick wins’ could not have been achieved without the stimulus and raised awareness of the need for change provided by the NSS results. 

Improving the quality of the student experience at a day to day level is a major long term exercise. The new timetable should produce better stability and discipline, and the communications exercise was an excellent opportunity to build bridges with the subjects. The meetings held (more than 20 in total, with individual meetings with every subject leader) provided an opportunity for frank discussion of student concerns (such as communications and consistency issues), and re-vitalised links between the management group and the subjects. Other specific actions have included:

· A series of retention initiatives to target at-risk students

· Emphasising the role of the SAS as the first port of call for student enquiries

· A new personal tutor system for academic year 2007-2008, specifically for joint honours students

· A commitment to continue to work on consistent practices between subjects in respect of referencing and feedback, while recognising the challenge of achieving this in a multi-disciplinary programme.

In summary, the NSS /TQI feedback provided an essential part of the evidence base that was used to drive the change process. In the long term, it will provide an important indicator of the success of the re-engineering that was undertaken. If this programme team have learned one lesson from this, it is that student feedback is a powerful tool. It can be used as part of an influencing process, to drive change, but is also ‘out there’ in the public domain. Universities have got to get the student experience right, and to listen to student concerns. A focus on the quality of the student experience isn’t just desirable from an educational and pastoral point of view, it makes business sense at an institutional level as well.



	Contact name
	Matthew Watkins

	Contact job title
	Project Officer

	Contact email
	matthew.watkins@heacademy.ac.uk


Getting to grips with the NSS results: presenting the statistics in house
	Case Study Title
	Getting to grips with the NSS results: presenting the statistics in house

	Institution
	Anonymous

	Case study

	Our HEI is a campus institution with an international reputation for excellence in teaching and research and strong links with industry, featuring towards the very top of the NSS league tables in both 2005 and 2006.  An NSS Working Group has been in operation since 2005; it has taken the lead in identifying areas for enhancement in the light of the NSS results, some of which are being pursued on a cross–institutional basis, others in liaison with individual departments.  

A range of different statistical analyses have been carried out on both the main results and those available from the ‘dissemination site’, to help us identify strengths and weaknesses; for example, by subject area, by department, by question scale, and year on year.  Some that others may find useful are described below.  We have endeavoured to ensure that the bare statistics are followed up through further dialogue, but we have found many departments keen from their first sight of the results to take a proactive role in seeking enhancements to the student experience.
One of the charts produced internally from the published results shows how any JACS subject area at our HEI is ranked relative to the same subject area at other HEIs, across all NSS question scales.  For each subject area, a set of ‘league tables’ is produced, showing under each of the 6 question sets plus ‘overall satisfaction’ how our institution is ranked against all others with published results in the subject.  From these tables, we can see that for the first question set, ‘the teaching on my course’, the particular subject area at our HEI was, for example,  

=18th (with 10 others) out of 46 HEIs, with an average score for the scale of 4.2

If we look across the tables, presented side by side, we can see where the subject area ranked for ‘assessment and feedback’, ’academic support’, etc.  This is helpful in highlighting the strengths and weaknesses of the subject area across the question scales without placing too much emphasis on the actual scores.
We have also produced tables listing 2005 and 2006 scores side by side, question by question and averaged across each question scale, at institutional level and by JACS subject area.  Unsurprisingly, the differences in scores for individual questions from one year to the next have been slight, but we have followed up the overall findings by asking departments to comment if the number of questions with a lower score in 2006 significantly outnumbered the questions with a higher score; or, if the converse was the case, to provide information on any actions that might have led to a more positive student response.
In 2006, we submitted a departmental flag as a ‘breakdown variable’ with our student data.  Hence, from the dissemination site, we were able to compile a breakdown of our own HEI results on a departmental basis, for each of the 22 questions, and for each question scale.  This was really useful and enabled us to engage in more meaningful discussions with those departments whose results were otherwise aggregated with one or more other departments in the same JACS subject area.  In one particular case, the departmental breakdown had two departments separated by as much as 0.6 in one question scale where the JACS system had their students’ responses ‘lumped together’ and disguised the differences in their scores.

These additional analyses have been persuasive tools in engaging staff interest in the NSS as a prelude to the introduction of enhancements in learning and teaching to improve the student experience.



	Contact name
	Matthew Watkins

	Contact job title
	Project Officer

	Contact email
	matthew.watkins@heacademy.ac.uk


One department’s response to the NSS results
	Case Study Title
	One department’s response to the NSS results

	Institution
	Anonymous

	Case study description

	Our HEI is a campus institution with an international reputation for excellence in teaching and research and strong links with industry, featuring towards the very top of the NSS league tables in both 2005 and 2006.  An NSS Working Group has been in operation since 2005; it has taken the lead in identifying areas for enhancement in the light of the NSS results, some of which are being pursued on a cross–institutional basis, others in liaison with individual departments.  

Following the NSS 2006, the Group asked departments to comment on the results and to outline any actions being put in hand to enhance the student experience.  This article describes how one department, with relatively poor results, both by comparison with 2005 and by comparison with others operating in the same subject area across the sector, responded.  The department’s programmes fell into no less than three JACS subject areas.  In each of the three subject areas, our HEI was in the lower half of the national rankings in the question scale ‘the teaching on my course’, and in two of the subject areas in the same position for ‘assessment and feedback’.  A majority of questions in all three subject areas received lower scores in 2006 than in 2005.  

The department was disappointed by the NSS results and when it was contacted by the Working Group in mid-session 06/07, it was already taking action to strengthen its structures and procedures.
There had been extensive discussions about the results, with senior university personnel responsible for quality and standards, amongst the academic staff, including at a departmental meeting, with executive officers of the Students’ Union and in the departmental staff/student committee (which was reported to have been especially useful).

These discussions had led to an emerging consensus which would form the basis for departmental action.  Firstly, students felt that the rationale and meaning of their programmes, and the particular significance of different aspects and stages of their work over the three years, were not explained adequately to them.  Secondly, students felt that there was insufficient guidance and feedback to help them find their way through the work required for their modules and gauge their performance and progress in a way that enabled them to focus their efforts more effectively.

The students realised that resources were limited and that it was not reasonable to expect a completely 'bespoke' service tailored to each student's individual concerns at every point, especially since many of the concerns were shared and could be dealt with in a collective form (eg through generic feedback) supplemented by individual feedback and consultation.  The department for its part was concerned to avoid the development of a 'consumerist' mentality amongst students since this would induce a passive approach to learning that was very inappropriate.  Instead, staff were cultivating the message that the academic staff are active practitioners who also teach, while students are actively learning to be practitioners under the guidance of the academic staff, ie learning to be producers (and not simply consumers) of knowledge in the discipline.

In the light of the dialogue, with the students in particular, the department has:
· decided to increase the number of modules taken by second-year students which raises their 'teaching contact' time while giving them access to a wider range of topics, themes and techniques.

· appointed a member of staff as Teaching and Learning Coordinator (to assume responsibilities previously shared)

· taken a decision to provide generic feedback across the department on exam performance in each module on the relevant pages of the VLE 

· decided to incorporate in internal module feedback forms questions taken from or modelled on those used in the NSS, bearing in mind that feedback on module coursework and examinations typically occurs after the internal feedback forms have been completed by students

· decided that programme directors should hold meetings with Year 2 students at the start of each academic year explaining the significance of the different elements within their programme during the coming year.

Further specific proposals being pursued include the formalisation of 'essay clinics' at programme and module levels - the intention is to build such clinics into the normal planning of modules across the whole department – and the establishment of a departmental teaching web-site (distinct from the university VLE) that will include a calendar itemising meetings, deadlines, responsibilities and expectations relevant to staff who are teaching modules.

All these developments will be publicised to students early next session to ensure they are fully aware of the support and guidance they can expect from the department.

The department’s efforts have been commended in annual subject review, where the effectiveness of the changes will be monitored on an ongoing basis.  We also look forward to students acknowledging the improvements in this year’s NSS and beyond.  
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	Case Study Title
	Aligning the NSS with Institutional Quality Processes

	Institution
	Southampton Solent University

	Case study

	The institutional context is that of a post-92 higher education institution with a largely vocational portfolio that attracts students from a wide range of backgrounds, some with modest entry qualifications. Yet, one of the institution’s strengths is that the majority go on to achieve very respectable degree classifications. Within the institution, overall responsibility for the National Student Survey (NSS) is located in a small institutional research team, the Research and Information Unit (RIU).

At the institution, the NSS has been aligned with internal quality processes in three ways:

· Annual programme monitoring

· Institutional student feedback survey

· Periodic Review.
Annual programme monitoring
At the start of each academic year, programme teams undergo annual programme monitoring. Programme teams are now required to consider the outcomes of the NSS and respond to any issues arising from the NSS during the monitoring process. 

Internal Student Feedback

NSS is currently one of three major surveys undertaken at the institution. The other two are the Student Experience and Satisfaction Survey (SESS) – the annual institutional student feedback survey – and the Solent Unit Evaluation (SUE) – the annual institutional unit feedback survey. This does not include the numerous one-off surveys that students are asked to complete by other services, eg. Campus Service, Library, Sport and Recreation etc. 

For students, this adds up to a relatively heavy survey ‘burden’ and as students do not generally see one survey as being distinct from another, each survey is yet another one to be completed, or worse, ignored.

During the current academic year, RIU has worked with colleagues across the University to re-model and streamline the SESS process and survey instrument to align it with the NSS and internal quality procedures in order to reduce the overall ‘survey burden’ on students and also, make the NSS data more meaningful for internal interpretation and application.

Main features of the re-aligned SESS model
· NSS scales were incorporated into SESS and replaced SESS questions on the learning experience. 
· As NSS is already administered to Level 3 students from January to April each year, SESS was administered to a representative sample drawn from Levels 1 and 2 only in May this year.
· The timing of SESS and SUE were carefully managed so that there was minimal overlap: NSS was implemented from January to early May; SUE was implemented in March and SESS in May.
Periodic Review
The SESS sample has also been aligned with the Periodic Review cycle - that is, programmes will be surveyed in the year preceding their Periodic Review and two years later. This way, the SESS feedback cycle will take 3 years. Courses coming up for review will also have timely and relevant student feedback that is vital to this process.

Benefits of this approach
· Overall ‘survey fatigue’ is reduced.
· By aligning NSS with SESS, Level 1 and 2 students are introduced to the NSS questions before they reach their final year.
· Aligning NSS with SESS will also allow for the seamless analysis of both data sets. For the institution, NSS data will also have added depth when triangulated with SESS as this will give a complete picture from all levels of study.
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	Case Study Title
	Solent Unit Evaluation Project or TELL SUE

	Institution
	Southampton Solent University

	Case study

	Responsibility for The National Student Survey (NSS) at Southampton Solent University sits within the Research and Information Unit, whose main functions are to undertake research into the student experience at the university and provide other research and information to inform senior decision making.

The NSS acted as a catalyst in terms of instrument design for the university Solent Unit Evaluation (SUE) survey. The design of the instrument was adopted in order to align feedback from students with the NSS and to familiarise students with the types of questions they would be asked during their final year.

By adopting and adapting certain questions from the NSS we could also test research undertaken by Barrie, Ginns & Prosser (2005). This research indicated that students who perceived the teaching quality as good and felt that expectations were clear were likely to be taking a deep approach to learning and conversely that students who perceived workload as being too high and assessment as reproduction of information were likely to be taking a surface approach to learning.

SUE was rolled out across the university for the first time electronically. All students were targeted individually via the student web portal asking them to complete the short survey for each named unit. Incentives such as vouchers for every 10th student were trailed alongside other incentives. Overall the response rate was 15.74% and this is seen as a success for the initial year, especially given the technical problems encountered along the way! Additionally the process for unit leaders in producing their reports has become much less onerous and all quantitative information (assessment results and unit feedback scores) are automatically populated in the short report so that unit leaders simply add in free text based on their reflections and any qualitative feedback received from students.

Now that all the student feedback data is available, RIU are going to sample various units regarding overall student approaches to learning. Where units appear to be encouraging a deep approach it is envisaged that further investigation may reveal aspects of practice that encourage a deep approach. If this is shown to be the case, this information will inform aspects of the University Learning and Teaching Strategy.

The SUE project has been a huge undertaking and we have learnt many lessons to take forward for next year, including not underestimating the amount of resource required to implement the project, especially from a technical perspective and that instigating any change is a very big challenge requiring unlimited energy and tenacity.
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	Case Study Title
	Student Union support for the NSS was invaluable

	Institution
	Southampton Solent University

	Case study description

	Responsibility for The National Student Survey (NSS) at Southampton Solent University sits within the Research and Information Unit, whose main functions are to undertake research into the student experience at the university and provide other research and information to inform senior decision making. 

Although the university met the response thresholds in the 2005/06 survey we decided to really make an effort and set a target of over 60% for the 2006/07 survey. In RIU we knew that we needed everyone in the university to support the NSS and encourage students to voice their views.

We approached our Student Union (SU) who greeted us with enthusiasm and innovative ideas. The SU took the national NSS publicity campaign and adapted it for the university. The NSS slogan was replaced with a series of themed messages whilst retaining the NSS branding provided by IPSOS MORI. The SU design was then printed onto handy postcards to give out to students during the survey period. This also enabled us to include information about the print credits incentive we were offering for online survey completion. For a nominated two-week period, networked PC points suitably ‘dressed’ with NSS promotional materials were also set up in the main university concourse and in the Student Union Cafe staffed by student volunteers who encouraged their fellow students to complete the survey. 

The student union also advertised the NSS in their own student magazine ‘RE:SUS’ and on the student radio station ‘SIN’ radio and on their own website. Joint emails from the Vice-Chancellor and the President of the SU were sent to all relevant students encouraging their participation in the survey. Members of the SU reminded all parties at all meetings over the designated 2 week period to encourage students to have their say.

Subsequent to all this and more we have continued our very close relationship with the SU and they have engaged with other university projects wholeheartedly including all student representatives volunteering for the regular focus groups post our own annual Student Experience Satisfaction Survey (SESS). Cheers to our SSU and may our friendship continue to flourish and prosper.
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	Case Study Title
	Taking an NSS-led approach to enhancement

	Institution
	University of Essex

	Case study description

	Since the inception of the National Student Survey (NSS), the University of Essex has used its results both at a strategic level and to inform departmental planning.  However, the willingness of departments to positively engage with the data was understandably limited, owing variously to the infancy of the process, the uncertainty about how students interpret the questions, the role of expectation management, and the impressionistic nature of responses.

To avoid missing out on the wealth of information that the NSS provides, a new approach was taken in the 2006/07 academic year that sought to substantiate and contextualise the data by using them in conjunction with internal surveys, key performance indicators, student records, and existing quality assurances processes.  One of the first institutional steps was to align internal surveys, so that information became available for all years of study.

The new approach took the form of the Thematic Review of Academic and Career Support, which was a University-wide, multi-agency process, administered by the Learning and Teaching Unit but involving a wide range of departmental and central staff, including representatives from student support, careers, etc.  It was a systematic process whereby each department was reviewed in turn, for the dual purpose of identifying (i) areas where the student experience could be improved (summarised in an action plan) and (ii) examples of good practice to propagate between departments.

A number of Senate-approved recommendations resulting from an Academic Support and Guidance Working Group that had been convened in the previous year formed the basis of the Review; the process was seen as an opportunity to flexibly implement this initial package of tailored support enhancements at departmental level, as well as those that arose from the Review itself.  The fact that the process considered each department as an independent and unique entity – rather than taking a one-size-fits-all approach, which departments may have found difficult to accept – is considered to be one of the reasons for its success.

The Review enabled Essex to engage with the results of the NSS and identify areas for enhancement with the full confidence and support of all staff.  The measurable benefits of the process have included (i) a complete set of tailored, departmental action plans to improve the student experience over the next three years, which have been assimilated into the institutional annual monitoring process, and (ii) a series of good practice guides featuring examples from all departments, including an accompanying searchable online database.

The benefit that has perhaps been most widely cited by staff involved in the process (though less quantifiable) is the opportunity that the meetings provided for staff to forge new working connections and commit to joint enterprises, while also having their existing collaborative work with departments put into a wider context of support.  That the meetings brought together staff from across the University to engage in a constructive dialogue that focused on a single department was seen as invaluable.

Although the Review will not be repeated in its entirety annually, elements have been assimilated into established quality assurance processes that will ensure NSS results are acted upon effectively, with examples of good practice (substantiated by the NSS) continually captured and propagated across the University.
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