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In higher education institutions, there is a whole host of staff members
responsible for surveying students on a whole host of topics. Asking
students for feedback is an essential part of institutional workflows
each year, not least because of the accountability demanded by external
national surveys used for quality assessment. But knowing when and
how to survey students is more complicated than it looks, as students
enter higher education with a greater diversity of backgrounds and
expectations, and surveys are deployed for a wider range of purposes.

In particular, there is a shift away from a monolithic approach to
student surveys, designed to test a generalised majority view, towards
use of surveys to capture individual sentiment and student needs.
Advancements in survey technology and data analytics have facilitated
the increasing popularity of pre-arrival questionnaires among
institutions seeking to better understand the specific needs of each
student cohort before it arrives, so they can adapt accordingly. Ideally
this will include anticipating and heading off potential stumbling blocks
for individual students or students from a particular group, allowing for
closer monitoring and earlier intervention to resolve issues.

Likewise, module or cohort pulse surveys can indicate which students
may be at risk, and make it possible to adapt provision to meet needs in
something closer to real time than is permitted by the traditional end of
year or end of module survey. In essence, it's about developing survey
practice that actively engages students, ensures they feel their individual
voices are being listened to, and generating actionable insight that keeps
students on course towards success. Achieving these ends takes active
strategic coordination, and the embedding of surveys across learning,
teaching, and the student experience.
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In 2023-24 Wonkhe and evasys have partnered in a series of articles and
an online event “The changing face of student feedback” (which is free
to view on Wonkhe's website), exploring new and developing practice
in deployment of student surveys. This publication is designed to offer
a deeper analysis of the sorts of questions institutions are grappling
with when it comes to thinking about surveying students. There are
multiple examples of current practice that could inform strategic
thinking about where and how student surveying may need to adapt.
We hope it provides insight and may inspire some reflection of your
own student engagement practices.

Debbie McVitty Bruce Johnson
Editor, Wonkhe Managing Director, evasys
Helena Lim

Academic Lead and Head of Opportunities, evasys

evasys is the leading provider of student evaluation and insight solutions to the HE
sector. evasys provides a holistic, integrated, online and automated end to end survey
process that will revolutionise institutional approach to collecting student feedback.
evasys can transform the way your institution conducts surveys and evaluations,
from pre-arrival to module evaluation.

Learn more at www.evasys.co.uk
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Pre-arrival surveys
allow universities
to meet students
where they are

When taking students on a learning journey
it helps to know where they are coming from.
Sunday Blake investigates the phenomenon

of the pre-arrival questionnaire.

When students enrol at university, they bring with
them diverse experiences of prior learning, life
experiences, and worries about the next step.

Yet, in most cases in those early weeks, they are still
much more likely to be asked whether they enjoyed
Freshers and what they think about university
marketing than to share insight about who they are
that could shape how their institution thinks about
teaching, learning, and student support.

“Students do not arrive in higher
education as a blank slate. Their
beliefs and expectations shape how
they will engage with learning.”

In fact, much of the thinking around quality
enhancement remains focused on the National
Student Survey - an instrument whose weight is out
of all proportion to the insight it can provide, given its
data only captures the views of students who make it

to the end of their programme of study.

Itis hard once a student has decided to leave

their course early - whose non-continuation and
demographic information could provide valuable

data points for institutional intervention - to
retrospectively draw systematic conclusions about
what is going on. Even if outduction surveys were
routine across the sector, by this point, the student has
already disengaged and withdrawn.

As such, the pre-arrival student questionnaire is
growing in popularity among institutions that want to
better understand the specific needs of each student
cohort as it arrives and adapt accordingly, ideally
anticipating and heading off potential problems
before they become existential.
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Students do not arrive in higher education as a blank
slate. Their beliefs and expectations shape how they
will engage with learning. Rather than catering to the
imagined student norm or to the student demographic
makeup of past years, pre-arrival questionnaires
enable institutions to begin to get to know the multi-
dimensional human beings that have rolled up for
their courses.

Understanding
knowledge gaps

Ten years ago, Michelle Morgan - then student
learning and teaching manager and coordinator at
Kingston University and now dean of students at
the University of East London and an authority on
the pre-arrival questionnaire - noticed a particular
kind of student was withdrawing more than others.
Specifically, first-generation students, students who
had taken BTEC qualifications, or those without A
levels. Her response was to create entry-to-study
questionnaires, as part of a project identifying all the
stages in the study journey and their characteristics.
As she says:

€€ Irealised that to impact the metrics at the
end and to support retention, progression, and
success - especially in light of the fee increases
and debt burden - we had to go back to the start of
the journey to understand the factors that could
impact on a poor experience upon entry.

Predictably, Morgan found that there were then - and
still are now - differences in the responses of students
from different demographics - including the concerns
they had upon entry, their expectations of the course,
and their prior learning experiences.

“Logging these initial differences
offers a concrete starting point

for designing a more inclusive
learning environment in which
students with different learning
preferences and habits can thrive.”
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Concrete examples of insights that Morgan has
uncovered include only a third of incoming
students having experience of using a library, that
UK-domiciled students favour phones with iOS
operating system while international students prefer
Android, and that male students were three times
more likely to use sports facilities than approach
mental health services. Nuggets like these can feed
into and inform institutional information services,
communications practices and approaches to
student support.

In particular, operations can be adjusted to target
demographics at risk of withdrawal specifically. For
example, Morgan found that after Covid-19, A level
students generally reverted to traditional learning,
teaching, and study methods. However, for BTEC
students, there remained - throughout and after
Covid - more diversity in accessing information and
a higher use of technology. Logging these initial
differences offers a concrete starting point for
designing a more inclusive learning environment in
which students with different learning preferences
and habits can thrive.

Planning-in student need

None of this, however, needs to be about setting up
new support initiatives - it can be about informing
decisions about where to target resources and
efficiently connecting the students who need support
to what is available. Pre-arrival questionnaires provide
institutions with data on which student support
services may be in higher demand with an incoming
cohort so they can place staff and resources where
needed rather than waiting for students to turn up.
They quantify what had previously been guesswork
on what students might need and what the scale of
that need might be.

“Pre-arrival questionnaires provide
institutions with data on which
student support services may be in
higher demand with an incoming
cohort so they can place staff and
resources where needed.”

Nicola Watchman-Smith, deputy director of student
learning at Teesside University, says:

11 The pre-arrival questionnaire has completely
changed how Teeside operates. If any student
ticks “care leaver/experience”, then they
immediately get a notification saying thanks for
saying and here is bursary/support. Students
nervous about making friends can get targeted
comms about social events.

Likewise, international students with questions that
may need to be answered by multiple service points
inside the university can have that initial transition
coordinated by a student journey team rather than
being passed from person to person. This experience
of having to work to get the support needed is
frustrating for any student - but will also particularly
impact, for example, disabled students who are
likely to need support from multiple different parts
of the institution.
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“Knowing peers have similar
academic anxieties can help tackle
low academic confidence and
increase the likelihood of students
asking for help.”

Some institutions relay the (aggregate) data collected
in surveys to students to coincide with the classic
“wobble week” period for new students (usually
between weeks four and six) in communications
campaigns. Knowing peers have similar academic
anxieties can help tackle low academic confidence and
increase the likelihood of students asking for help. As
student communications become more sophisticated,
pre-arrival data can inform even more targeted
insights and communications with students with
particular needs or experiences.

Joined up support,
powered by insights data

Streamlining support for students is a key benefit for
institutions using pre-arrival questionnaires. Emily
McIntosh, Director, Student Success at the University
of the West of Scotland (UWS), has been working

on early intervention since 2015. She now leads an
early intervention team employing early intervention
specialists in each college at the institution who use
data insights to “join the dots for the students” in
terms of support so students have got one point

of contact.

The teams also take a joined-up approach. The early
intervention team works with school-based colleagues
and associate deans to look at the data and pinpoint
which students are most at risk and then develop
individual action plans. She explains that they are
using the data to look for patterns of disengagement
before the disengagement occurs:

1 We are building a model to ensure we
intervene early. We use data insights to anticipate
when and where challenges will come, based

on what we know about the student journey.

My team is building knowledge around

each academic programme re assessments,
placements, and what students may find

challenging around those times. This initiates
a conversation and collaboration with relevant
colleagues to put in place additional support,
perhaps from student services (including
international student advice and academic
skills), perhaps from careers or from a relevant
academic colleague.

These insights aren’t solely into the general academic
life cycle, but also those specific to the UWS student
body. McIntosh gives the example of a recent insight
showing that students from India were struggling
with a spell of cold weather, which led to enhanced
communications and support on an issue the team
would have otherwise not considered.

Building in belonging

The bigger picture here is about students’ sense of
belonging - having been asked about their preferences
and experiences and having had the opportunity to
raise questions or issues and connect to support helps
to create a firm foundation for early engagement

on arrival.

Harriet Dunbar-Morris, in her time as dean of
learning and teaching at the University of Portsmouth
spearheaded the application of the Being, Belonging,
Becoming (BBB) framework to support student
transition during the Covid-19 pandemic. She has
been awarded funding by the Association of National
Teaching Fellows for a project she continues to lead

in her new role as pro vice chancellor academic at the
University of Buckingham.

In that project a pre/early-arrival and end of first
year survey instrument is currently being piloted
across the sector, supported by evasys, focused on
understanding applicants’ prior learning experience
and expectations and, subsequently, capturing their
learning experiences and connections in the
academic community.

The tool is flexible enough to allow any institution

to evaluate what they do in their context to enhance
the student experience at any level to see if that
works for them as an evaluation tool. This is vital
because the diversity of the sector means a copy-and-
paste approach to student support is unlikely to be
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sufficient. Individual institutions need to understand
their own incoming student cohorts and design and
evaluate support in light of this insight.

“Pre-arrival questionnaires create
a foundation for the evidenced
articulation of education gain.”

At Portsmouth, in developing the BBB framework,
and based on student feedback, they introduced
short online courses on learning, higher education,
and what to expect for university life and study. This
was designed to help students - specifically non-
traditional students with different prior learning
experiences and future expectations - become part
of their learning community as soon as they are firm
applicants. Dunbar-Morris explains:

11 We start to develop a relationship with them
in those summer months after they have finished
their exams. They then want to know more about
Portsmouth and have some desire to become
part of our community. They're keen to do things
that help them prepare for university. So we get
them involved with some online resources and
two online courses. This gives them an early
opportunity to consider what aspects of their
‘being’ they will be bringing with them to their
higher education journey which will see them
develop being, belonging and becoming.

These pre-arrival activities are as much about getting
the student to take part in an activity which they
know other students are also doing, and forging

peer connections, and thus a sense of belonging, as
they are about preparing the student individually for
higher education. For example, Portsmouth adopted
the use of Discord - a popular instant messaging
social media platform - to engage with firm
applicants pre-arrival, until they are familiar with the
university’s own online platform.

Pre-arrival support and tailored orientation

for incoming students were specifically cited

in Portsmouth’s TEF Gold award. Pre-arrival
questionnaires create a foundation for the evidenced
articulation of education gain, likely to feature in
future iterations of TEF, and can also be an essential
component in understanding and closing awarding
gaps and addressing differential outcomes.
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Don’t be fooled by supposed
survey fatigue

Some might be worried about take up, or of
contributing to the dreaded survey fatigue before
a student has even arrived on campus. But survey
fatigue can be read as a function of perception of
a lack of authenticity rather than as a universal
phenomenon. As evasys managing director
Bruce Johnson stressed at a recent evasys student
engagement conference:

£E The pre-arrival questionnaire seeks
information beyond what students might assume
their institutions already have from their UCAS
application. We think that many students will

be willing to share additional details if the
institution communicates a genuine commitment
to supporting their transition to university, rather
than merely fulfilling a marketing requirement.

Where there is lower takeup of a pre-arrival
questionnaire, this can itself be a prompt to action -
Johnson cites an example of a survey that saw good
response rates in general but much lower completion
for students who had come to the institution via
Clearing - prompting an outreach effort targeted to
this group.

“Survey fatigue can be read as a
function of perception of a lack
of authenticity rather than as a
universal phenomenon.”
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As more universities adopt pre-arrival questionnaires,
there is also the potential to aggregate data across

o institutions, generating comparative data and
insight that can inform sector-wide policy and
practice such as the Scottish enhancement themes,
e or English institutions’ approach to meeting the B
conditions. Our sense is that though the various
national regulators vary in their approach to quality
e assessment and enhancements, all will increasingly
see effective and timely gathering of student insight
as an essential tool in the quality toolkit.

Student feedback
systems should
contribute to
student engagement
and success, not
turn students off

Success in NSS is important, but not if it comes at the cost
of hearing what students are saying right now. Evasys
head of opportunities Helena Lim explores how student
feedback is changing.

Just a few weeks left to complete the National Student
Survey! Take the survey now! Tell us about your
experience! Each year around the country final year
students are bombarded with messages about making
their voices heard.

We've known for a long time that NSS only captures
part of the student experience. It's a moderately
useful snapshot for checking on student experience
in the (increasingly narrow) areas it asks about

and provides a national public dataset that can do
some helpful work in benchmarking and informing
regulatory intervention. But since its inception, NSS
has been afforded totemic status far in excess of what
it deserves.

Worse, it has created perverse incentives that can
shape student feedback practice inside higher
education institutions in ways that actively
contribute to student disengagement. How so? Well,
many institutions have adopted the NSS questions
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for internal surveys - a bit like a dress rehearsal
before they are invited to complete the real thing

in their final year. Worse still, while students are
asked to complete the same generic list of questions
at the end of every module, they report little or no
awareness of how their views are acted on. Failing
to close the feedback loop with students sends the
message that their views aren’t taken seriously.

It deprives them of the opportunity to offer a
thoughtful reflection on their learning. And it takes
the possibility of addressing problems out of the
equation entirely.

It's time to dethrone socialising students to respond
positively to NSS in favour of feedback mechanisms
and processes that create a dialogue with students.
When students are asked to share insight with

their institution they should expect to be asked
questions about things that matter to them and that
have meaning to them. And they have a reasonable
expectation of being listened to and responded to

in a timely way - something that can only happen

if they have been asked questions that actually
support a decision-maker taking action in response.

“It’s time to dethrone socialising
students to respond positively
to NSS in favour of feedback
mechanisms and processes that
create a dialogue with students.”

Our work with institutions that are developing
their student feedback practice suggests a number
of effective approaches that offer a path towards

a more authentic conversation with students. But
none of these approaches will work in isolation or
deployed off the peg - revitalising student feedback
requires acting with intention and with a fair bit of
courage as well. After all, gathering feedback and
taking it on often requires hearing inconvenient
truths! But when student disengagement and low
wellbeing is such a widespread concern, there is no
action plan or solution that can be created without
first listening carefully to students and being
interested in their opinions.
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Looking at student
feedback in the round

Students express their opinions all the time and in
lots of formal and less formal ways - it only becomes
feedback when those opinions are gathered and
digested and generate a response. Different feedback
mechanisms can serve different purposes — sometimes
decision-makers need to respond to an issue that has
bubbled up among a specific cohort of students and

at other times students need to be asked to contribute
their insight on a particular issue or agenda.

“We are teaching adult learners -
we should expect them to be able
to take responsibility for raising
issues, but we can’t expect them to
arrive with that skill set.”

At the University of Derby, associate provost for
learning and teaching Neil Fowler describes three
dimensions organising institutional thinking on
student voice: a temporal axis which considers
whether the focus of the feedback is immediate and
pressing or longer-term and strategic; a constituency
axis which considers whether the issue is meaningful
to all students, a subset of students (such as a module
group or those with a protected characteristic) or

just a few students; and a “formality” axis which
considers whether feedback has arisen through
informal engagement with students, to more formal
survey systems and encounters with students
representatives, all the way up to submission

of complaints.

“If we can plot it out we can show students the best
route to raise concerns or share ideas,” Neil explains.
“Navigating higher education can be really difficult,
especially if you are a first in family student or new

to the UK sector. The lack of a ‘here is how to talk to
us’ guide can make the whole system ineffective. We
are teaching adult learners - we should expect them
to be able to take responsibility for raising issues, but
we can't expect them to arrive with that skill set. So
we do need to break down the model, look for ways to
develop that practice, and show students that we have
listened to them.”
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Breaking down the various dimensions of student
feedback in this way creates space for university

staff to be thoughtful about the ethos and purpose

of the university’s student feedback systems, and
challenge the usefulness of the idea of “satisfaction”
as a heuristic for quality. “It’s not about satisfaction in
the soft, comfortable, fluffy way,” says Neil. “It's about
moving away from the notion of customer satisfaction
towards have we challenged you, have we met your
expectations in that regard? Did you know what you
were going to get? Did what you got match that? Did
you know it was going to be hard? Was it hard? Good,
then that's what we set out to do.”

Help students to give you
constructive feedback

Surface-level questioning generates surface-level
response, and it is very difficult to take useful action
on the response to generic questions. Every question
that students are asked should be meaningful in that
it offers students an opportunity to take a view on
something that matters to them, and that the person
responsible for that thing is empowered to change or
adapt in light of students’ feedback.

At Queen’s University Belfast, pro vice chancellor for
education and students Judy Williams emphasises
the importance of working closely with students
throughout the feedback cycle - starting with
spending informal time with students to better
understand their lives and the various blocks and
barriers to engagement with learning, and continuing
through to working with student representatives

and the students’ union to develop survey topics and
identify actions in response to findings.

“Every question that students are
asked should be meaningful in that
it offers students an opportunity

to take a view on something that
matters to them.”
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“In the past we haven't necessarily asked students

the questions they most wanted to answer,” says

Judy. “Rather than simply pushing our own agenda,
working with students allows us to gather a wealth of
information and knowledge. Our students’ union is as
passionate as we are about wanting to drive forward
and create transformative experiences for students.
Students are amazing and they will find creative
solutions that you hadn't actually thought of.”

“Module leaders may need
permission to ask students
targeted questions that enable
them to adapt their teaching
approach to the needs and
preferences of the current cohort
of students.”

At module level, Judy argues that module leaders may
need permission to ask students targeted questions
that enable them to adapt their teaching approach
to the needs and preferences of the current cohort
of students. “Asking for feedback demonstrates
emotional intelligence in the classroom,” she says.
“It's really important to have a flexible approach

so that small adaptations can be made. You
probably can't do something like totally changing
the assessment, but sometimes responding to
suggestions can make a difference to learners. Each
group of learners will have different preferences and
ideas about what will work for them, and we should
be flexible enough to respond to that.”

Try to respond to all students
not just accept the views of
the majority

In democratic systems, a representative majority

is a powerful force for decision-making. But most

of the time when students are asked for feedback,

it'’s not with the aim of arriving at a single point of
truth or making a collective decision, but of trying

to capture the range of opinions and experiences.

If the goal is simply to check whether the majority

of students are satisfied with some aspect of their
module or programme then reporting a majority view

is areasonable approach. But in the spirit of creating
a dialogue with students it might be even more
important to hear from those who are less happy, so
that their issues can be acknowledged and addressed.

Taking a majority view could mask the strength of
feeling of the minority - for example, on a classic
five-point Likert scale the numbers that have selected
neutral, or mostly or strongly (dis)agree offer valuable
insight into how deeply felt the sentiment is. It could
also obscure the particularities of the experiences of a
particular subset of students who happen to be in the
minority. Other feedback contexts simply aren’t about
finding a majority view. Pre-arrival questionnaires,
for example, are much less about deciding what most
students think than they are about surfacing the
variation in response that can inform a more nuanced
approach to the delivery of services.

This is where survey data can usefully interact with
other forms of feedback to allow for a more rounded
picture to emerge. At Middlesex University, the
student engagement and advocacy team is working
on developing a range of approaches to hearing from
a highly diverse student body - and is proud to be a
top ten university for students reporting via NSS that
their feedback has been acted on. Module surveys are
scheduled so that results can feed into meetings of
student representatives with programme teams. For
every major survey of students the team will follow
up with communication back to students sharing

the findings, celebrating the positives, appreciating
students’ efforts and setting out any changes planned
in response to the feedback.

“We are trying to find the right balance for Middlesex
on creating a more dialogic approach,” says student
engagement and enhancement manager Ravinder
Bassi. “We have focused a lot on module surveys
and pulse surveys, and we are looking at developing
programme surveys that can inform a more
personalised approach to student support. But there
are moments when we need to hear from particular
students or we need insight in a different way - it’s
about balancing and triangulating feedback from
surveys with different kinds of student insight. We
are constantly weighing up what is really needed,
how things fit together, what different mechanisms
might engage students differently, and what might
create overwhelm.”

WONKHE
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“For every major survey of
students the team will follow

up with communication back to
students sharing the findings,
celebrating the positives,
appreciating students’ efforts and
setting out any changes planned
in response to the feedback.”

One example is a calling campaign in which the team
contacted students who had been identified via the
learner engagement analytics system as being less
engaged and at risk of non-progression. While the
point of the campaign was to support those students
to re-engage in their studies, the feedback the calls
generated offered significant insight as to why those
students had disengaged in the first place.

“These less engaged students might not reply

to a survey or participate in other student voice
mechanisms,” explains David Gilani, head of student
engagement and advocacy. “This makes hearing
from them incredibly important, but we have to be
careful about how we position their feedback. Their
particular experiences may mean that their feedback
is less positive than we're used to seeing through
other feedback mechanisms, and so we need to
prepare staff for that.”

Get the hygiene
factors right

It's not uncommon in our work with higher
education institutions that we discover that inside
institutions there’s no clear ownership of student
surveys, or there’s no join-up with wider student
feedback mechanisms, or the team that owns the
system isn't empowered to make the most effective
use of the features and automations that are built
into our platform.

There's really no shame in that - universities

are complicated organisations with policies and
processes that are constantly evolving. But if you
want to engage students through asking for their
feedback, having the plumbing sorted behind the

\j\j \
NENENGEEEa
\;\;\/ NN
VN NN

scenes so that survey implementation is streamlined
and automated as much as possible should free up
time for the much more complex work of designing
questions and interpreting results. Clarity over

lines of responsibility and processes for initiating

new surveys also ensures that the system as a whole
remains authentic and engaging - avoiding over-use
of surveys, ensuring that data is directed to the correct
decision-makers, and that there is close alignment
between purpose, survey design, and implementation.

At London Metropolitan University, we worked
with the academic quality and development team

to support them in their efforts to build a survey
ecosystem, comprising institution-wide surveys,
module surveys, and ad-hoc surveys. Making better
use of features such as linking module leaders to their
modules on the system, making surveys accessible
to students through the VLE and the institution's
study portal, automating reminder emails and data
reporting, and piloting of qualitative analysis tools
meant that the process became much more efficient
and, not unexpectedly, response rates improved and
staff engagement with the surveys increased.

But much of the added value of this project came
through the academic quality and development team
working much more closely with colleagues across the
institution to improve survey practice - reducing the
volume of questions, advising staff on good practice
in survey design and promotion, and overhauling
student communications. Good hygiene in system
management enabled good survey practice to evolve.

“It’s not uncommon in our work
with higher education institutions
that we discover that inside
institutions there’s no clear
ownership of student surveys.”

Encouraging students to complete the NSS is an
important part of the student feedback cycle. But

if students have been engaged in a dialogue with

their institution, module and programme leaders

and professional services from the very start of their
journey, in authentic and supportive ways, and can see
the impact of their feedback, the chances are they will
tick those “agree” buttons in NSS as well.
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For those that have struggled at times, or had a bad
experience, repeatedly being asked the same set of
broad based questions that have no direct relevance
to them, or being endlessly told “you said we did”
when their personal experience is of the opposite
being the case, isn't going to increase the sense that
they matter to their university. And for university
staff attempting to parse out the many possible

The way forward lies in creating a culture of open
dialogue. This requires:

Meaningful questions: Ask students questions
relevant to their experience and empower those
who can act on the feedback.

Diverse mechanisms: Utilise various feedback
channels, from surveys to informal conversations,
to capture a wider range of perspectives.

Actionable insights: Actively respond to feedback
by implementing changes and communicating
them to students.

Student ownership: Help students understand
how to navigate feedback systems and empower
them to voice their concerns.

meanings of students’ responses and build action
plans for change, NSS-style questioning is only going
to leave them feeling powerless and frustrated, and
create barriers to positive relationships with students.

By prioritising genuine student engagement over
chasing metrics, universities can create a more
positive and productive learning environment
for everyone.
[13 s

In regulated environments the

risk is that we become much more
compelled with demonstrating
compliance with the process than
by engaging with the richness of
the insight.”

Survey practice
needs to reflect
students’ individual
experiences

As more students struggle with their academic progress
and wellbeing, evasys managing director Bruce Johnson
explains why the majority view is not always the key
data point.

“It is really difficult and nobody does it perfectly,”
acknowledges Neil Fowler. “In regulated
environments the risk is that we become much more
compelled with demonstrating compliance with the
process than by engaging with the richness of the
insight generated by the process. But students will

only talk to us if they think we are really listening.” Parliamentary democracy in the UK may be all about

getting a majority, as Labour has just resoundingly
demonstrated. But there’s no reason why student
surveys should follow the same principle.

“Everyone wants the same thing - great student
experience, great staff experience, and a good work
life balance,” says Judy Williams. “If we create a
culture of positive dialogue together we can make
a difference rather than setting ourselves against
each other.”

There is no policy diktat that says that student
surveys have to be about uncovering the most
prevalent view. When polling becomes all about
determining and responding to the majority view,
those in the minority can feel their voice is

less influential.

Student feedback is crucial for improving the student
experience and fostering success. However, current
methods often prioritise metrics like NSS scores over
genuine student engagement. This can incentivise
superficial responses and discourage universities
from addressing underlying issues.
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Evidence from large-scale national surveys such as the
Student Academic Experience Survey show that those
average scores can mask increasing bifurcation in the
student experience between those that are thriving
and those that are just about surviving, This raises
questions about how useful it is to take an average
score or a “majority positive sentiment” as a measure
of “the student experience.”

“Student surveys can be a powerful
tool for individual or small-cohort
student voice.”

The alternative - and go with me on this - is to deploy
survey tools and techniques to hear from students

as individuals; their views, their desires, their
struggles, their concerns. Student surveys can be a
powerful tool for individual or small-cohort student
voice, where surveys are viewed as a meaningful
mode of communication between students and their
institutions, prompting a considered response at the
individual level.

We are all individuals

Prompted by strategies to improve student outcomes
and overall success, many institutions are making
great inroads into the use of learning engagement
analytic data to identify students whose engagement
patterns suggest they may be struggling and /or at risk
of leaving their course. The information that students
might choose to share through surveys can play a
similar role in identifying when an individual student
might need an intervention.

If you know, for example, that a student has
indicated that they are feeling low, is having financial
challenges, or is reporting negative sentiment across
arange of learning-related issues, then that could

indicate a student in need of additional support.

And imagine the potential for connecting up those
behavioural signals on learning engagement with
insight students have chosen to share through survey
responses about how they are feeling, or what is going
on in their lives.

To make the most of student survey data in this

way requires intentional design, both of the survey
process and content, and data handling policies. For
some, the idea of using individual student data in this
way trespasses on established principles of survey
anonymity. But it is possible to set up surveys in ways
that put guardrails around student anonymity without
sacrificing the possibility of intervening for students
that may need it. If a survey is asking questions

about student wellbeing and a student discloses that
they are struggling with suicidal ideation, it is all

but imperative that that student receives an offer of
support and reference to specialist help.

Typically, student responses are assigned a generic
marker such that anyone engaged in analysis of the
whole dataset cannot see individual responses, but the
generic markers link up to individual student records
so that a student at risk can be tracked down and
contacted. If the intention is to use the survey data

to inform student support more broadly than harm
mitigation - for example, to inform personal tutors
about individual student circumstances, or sentiment
- then it is also sensible to solicit the student’s active
permission in the body of the survey itself.

For example, students who complete the Being,
Belonging, Becoming survey which we piloted with 15
institutions this year are told:

k€ Al data collected in this survey is
confidential and will be held securely. Please do
not identify yourself or others (including staff)
in your comments. The survey contains a final
question seeking confirmation on whether you
are happy to be contacted by university staff
about your answers (where appropriate), for
example, to arrange contact with your personal
tutor. However, the university does retain the
right to identify a respondent under certain
circumstances, for example, where there appears
to be arisk to health or welfare.

14
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Taking students’ pulse

At module level, the traditional end of module survey
doesn’t lend itself especially well to the individual
approach. By the time it has become clear that a
student has been struggling, whether personally

or academically, the opportunity to support them

to course correct has been missed for that module.
Moreover, any feedback that students have shared
about their module experience may or may not be
relevant to the next cohort of students to take

that module.

“By the time it has become

clear that a student has been
struggling, whether personally or
academically, the opportunity to
support them to course correct has
been missed for that module.”

During the Covid-19 pandemic, we developed a
module pulse survey, designed to be an early check-
in opportunity to give students the opportunity

to reflect on their experience and catch any issues
before they become ingrained. Students want to see
they matter as individuals, and they want to feel that
sharing something meaningful with their institution
will make a difference to their experience. Taking
someone’s pulse can be quite an intimate experience
- requiring personal contact, and careful listening.
Surveys can be a tool for taking students by the hand,
and listening carefully to what they have to say.

We suggested asking students to respond on a Likert
scale (agree-disagree) to questions like:

“I am confident I can succeed on this module”

“Ifeel connected to other students and teaching
staff on this module”

“Ibelieve I am contributing to and engaging
effectively with this module”

“Iunderstand how my learning will be assessed
on this module”
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“Students want to see they matter
as individuals, and they want

to feel that sharing something
meaningful with their institution
will make a difference to their
experience.”

If it was flagged that a student had answered
negatively to, say, three or more of these questions,
this could suggest cause for concern. There is also the
opportunity to solicit students’ qualitative feedback
- for example, sharing one thing they would like to
start, one thing they would like to stop, and one thing
they would like done differently to improve their
module experience, creating the opportunity for a
constructive discussion between module leaders

and students about adapting where possible and
appropriate - or explaining why things are done the
way they are.

At alarger cohort level some of these questions might
still be relevant but the individual approach lends
itself more to targeted academic and pastoral support-
related questions such as:

“I know how to access information and support from
the university about my health, safety and wellbeing”

“I know how to access information and support
about my academic progress”

“Iam on top of my wellbeing: physically,
mentally, financially”

Or a survey might include a yes/no option in which

a student could indicate whether they have specific
concerns about their physical, mental, or financial
wellbeing. It’s less appropriate to ask these broader-
based wellbeing questions as part of a module check-
in because the result is that students would be asked
about their general wellbeing multiple times in quick
succession - reducing the authenticity of the question
and giving the impression it’s a stock question rather
than a genuine request for actionable information.
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“Students want to see they matter as individuals, and
they want to feel that sharing something meaningful
with their institution will make a difference to their
experience.”

“Setting up a dialogue from the
outset prepares students to be
offered regular opportunities to
self-assess their current situation
and solicit support if required.”

It is also possible to use survey tools to undertake
needs assessment, as Middlesex University does with
its pre-arrival survey. Students who had received

an offer from the university were surveyed on

their feelings about starting university, and their
information and support needs, and the insight
gained was used to inform academic induction, and
to produce personalised actions plans for students
based on the information they had provided. Setting
up a dialogue from the outset prepares students to
be offered regular opportunities to self-assess their
current situation and solicit support if required.

Pace over process

As with the Middlesex example, making provision
for swift processing of the data and taking action is
essential to realise the benefits of surveying students
in this way. This requires deciding who needs to see
particular datasets, configuring your survey platform
to automatically deliver insights directly to the people
who need to see them, and being clear with those
individuals what the expectation is for action. For
example, a personal academic tutor who was able to
see the headline sentiment scores of all their tutees
for their early module check-ins would be able to
prioritise setting up a meeting with those who have
expressed more negative sentiment.
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There may also need to be a pragmatic review of who
actually needs to see the results of these pulse-style
surveys. If there is an ingrained culture that every
student survey must be scrutinised in depth by a

small and /or senior team and a response formulated
and discussed in depth there will be an automatic

drag on the capacity of the institution to implement
something that is designed to offer a quick health
check and opportunity to catch emerging issues before
they become systemic. Whereas empowering personal
tutors, module leaders and relevant professional
teams to take quick action on the basis of the insight
that comes back will let students know their voices
have been heard.

One of the other issues that can come up in asking
students directly about their wellbeing is the worry
that more students will indicate concern than the
institution is capable of responding to. This is a
reasonable concern, but it must be said that it is
probably better to know the scale of the issue than

to tolerate the risks associated with not knowing.

The key is to try to avoid raising expectations beyond
what can be met: links and referrals to services might
be a sufficient response rather than direct personal
contact, except in the most pressing or high-risk cases.

It will always be important to listen to students’ voices
and views about their learning experience. But the
more we understand about how students’ experiences
are filtered through their individual circumstances,
and their sense of belonging and connection, the more
the idea of using that collective voice as a means of
assuring quality in retrospect feels like a low-impact
use of resources.
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