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The Virtuous Loop: 
Capturing the student voice through course and module evaluation

In recent years, UK higher education (HE) providers have increasingly used 
surveys to capture the student voice to understand the student learning 
experience. HE providers typically survey their students at the end of each 
teaching period, sometimes mid-module, usually using a mix of paper 
and online surveys. With the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic and the 
temporary closure of physical campuses, evaluation is now mainly 
administered and managed online.
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The move towards seeking the student voice has been driven by policy, regulatory and market conditions. The June 2011 
Higher Education White Paper 'Students at the Heart of the System' set out the Government's expectation that student 
evaluation at module level should be used in an 'open and transparent' way to inform 'a continuous process of improving 
teaching quality:

 … allowing students and lecturers within a university to see this feedback at an individual module level will help 
students to choose the best course for them and to drive an improvement in the quality of teaching.

The rich, granular data captured from course and module evaluations can shed light on student experiences and augment 
institutional understanding of how to continually enhance the learning and teaching delivered. Done correctly, the 
evaluation process opens a dialogue with students which, in turn, can improve student engagement and enhance 
partnership in the collaborative venture of learning.

The UK Quality Code for Higher 
Education also recommends this 
underlying practice for all HE 
providers: 

 The provider engages students 
individually and collectively in 
the development, assurance 
and enhancement  of  the 
quality of their educational 
experience… Providers work in 
partnership with the student 
body to close the feedback 
loop.
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At the sector-level, the National Student Survey (NSS) has been conducted annually since 2005 and is an established 
survey for capturing useful data that helps HE providers and their students' unions identify areas of success and areas for 
enhancement. It also provides students with the opportunity to assist in shaping the future of their course at their 
institutions. 

At the request of the Universities Minister, the NSS was reviewed in late 2020 to address concerns 
that while the NSS remains an important indicator of student opinion, the survey may be creating 
huge administrative burdens and impacting on standards. The results from Phase 1 of the review 
reported that the NSS will be run in 2020-21 broadly in the same way as before, with results 
published at a statistically robust level, and with more efforts to raise student awareness on use of 
the data.

Continuous enhancement using rich data
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From a university perspective, students who participate in survey work for altruistic reasons 
provide a great service. Surveys may be the most efficient way to provide a voice to a whole 
cohort of students such that everyone gets a similar hearing. The feedback should impact 
directly on the teaching and learning of the next cohort.”

“There are lots of possible answers to the question of what student surveys are for, like 
'highlighting the strengths and weaknesses in an approach to teaching', or 'evidencing the 
need for change' and 'giving students the opportunity to share their opinions'. These, in turn, 
led to some more questions: Who are the key stakeholders when running a survey?  Do they all 
benefit?  Do some receive very little benefit? Can we make surveys more useful? 

Dr Christine Couper, former 
Director of Strategic Planning, 
University of Greenwich

“
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So, it would appear that student surveys are here to stay for the foreseeable future. But before we go any further, we 
must stop to ask, who are student surveys for? In a guest blog for evasys, Dr Christine Couper asserts:

Who benefits from student surveys?

Dr Christine Couper
Former Director of Strategic Planning
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At the sector-level, the National Student Survey (NSS) has been conducted annually since 2005 and is an established 
survey for capturing useful data that helps HE providers and their students' unions identify areas of success and areas 
for enhancement. It also provides students with the opportunity to assist in shaping the future of their course at their 
institutions. 

The provider engages students individually and collectively in the development, assurance and enhancement of the 
quality of their educational experience… Providers work in partnership with the student body to close the feedback 
loop.

The UK Quality Code for Higher Education also recommends this underlying practice for all HE providers: 

Dr Christine Couper, former 
Director of Strategic Planning, 
University of Greenwich

Luke Humberstone, Vice-President of Welfare and Wellbeing at the University of the West of Scotland Students Union, 
offers the following reflection:

“ “In my experience capturing the student voice as a mechanism of the quality process is 
something that should be done with the genuine intent of improvement. Sometimes academics 
might use the processes as a box-ticking exercise or are too quick to say that something cannot 
be changed or improved because of the capacity of the individual or team. Even that being fed 
back to students can be useful in illuminating them to the real life pressures on academics.”

The UK Quality Code for Higher Education also recommends 
this underlying practice for all HE providers: 

 The provider engages students individually and 
collectively in the development, assurance and 
enhancement of the quality of their educational 
experience… Providers work in partnership with the 
student body to close the feedback loop.

And there you have it. The whole 
point of gathering student feedback 
is to directly impact on and improve 
learning and teaching. Further, 
closing the student feedback loop to 
students is a highly effective way to 
facilitate two-way communication 
between students and the 
institution, and provide a 
constructive framework to enable 
lecturers to reflect on and enhance 
their practice.

Luke Humberstone 
Vice-President of Welfare and Wellbeing 
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At the University of Greenwich, evaluation data is used to open up a dialogue at module level. The university uses evasys to 
provide automated survey outcomes directly to participants when a survey closes. This enables students to ascertain 
their experiences against that of the rest of the cohort. 

Opening up a dialogue at module level

THE VIRTUOUS LOOP: Capturing the student voice through course and module evaluation
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The UK Quality Code for Higher Education also recommends this underlying practice for all HE providers: 

The provider engages students individually and collectively in the development, assurance and enhancement of the 
quality of their educational experience… Providers work in partnership with the student body to close the feedback 
loop.

At the sector-level, the National Student Survey (NSS) has been conducted annually since 2005 and is an established 
survey for capturing useful data that helps HE providers and their students' unions identify areas of success and areas 
for enhancement. It also provides students with the opportunity to assist in shaping the future of their course at their 
institutions. 

The Student Insight and Sector Policy 
team at Hull evaluated data from 
three trimesters across 2019/20 and 
2020/21. Historically, the survey 
question referring to marking criteria 
being clear in advance was their 
lowest ranked result. The team found 
that working to improve this has been 
one of the most frequent types of 
enhancement activity proposed by 
staff in their reflections on module 
feedback:

“Staff are recognising the importance of explaining and signposting the assessment criteria 
early on in the module. They are aiming to provide more detail to address that the criteria is too 
vague, or conversely, simplifying it when it is too complex. They are also aiming to cover the 
marking criteria in a variety of ways including in video formats, during lectures and specific 
sessions, and looking to ensure they conduct checks for understanding of the criteria and 
upload it to an accessible place in the virtual learning environment. The sustained focus on 
improving this area has seen incremental increases in student satisfaction each trimester, 
producing an overall uplift of 7.6 per cent by 2020/21 trimester one 
since the lowest position in 2017/18.”

“

Joanna Carter
Student Insight and Sector Policy Manager
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But it does not stop there. If the primary objectives for gathering course evaluation data are to improve teaching quality 
and the student experience and, at the institutional level, for broader quality assurance and enhancement, then timely 
reporting to staff is an equally important feedback loop to close. Staff engagement with survey outcomes is key and, at 
Greenwich, module leaders are required to reflect on and respond to their module outcomes and these responses are 
shared with their students. These can include thanking students for positive comments but more crucially, explaining how 
key issues will be resolved.

The University of Hull uses a similar approach. Module leaders are encouraged to reflect on areas of good practice and 
areas for development from their module survey feedback and then propose actions they will take to enhance the module 
in future. 

At Hull, module leaders not only reflect on student feedback but also inform students about how their feedback has been 
used to shape teaching practice. 'Student Reports' are disseminated to all students in each module cohort, including to 
those who did not submit a response to the MEQ. This 'you said we did' feedback at the module level creates a virtuous 
feedback loop where each new student cohort understands where current aspects of delivery have evolved from previous 
student feedback, whilst also being able to contribute themselves.

The importance of closing the feedback loop
Closing the feedback loop is also imperative for securing and maintaining student participation in the evaluation 
process.  Students are more likely to complete surveys if they know their feedback is important to their tutors, 
department and university, and that their feedback will be acted on. Closing the feedback loop will make students 
feel a part of an effective, value-added process and this in turn will ensure continued engagement with future 
evaluations. Ismail Nizami, President of the Student Union 2020/21 at the University of the West of Scotland 
perfectly sums up the importance of the virtuous feedback loop:

Ismail Nizami 
President of the Student Union 

“ “Closing the student feedback loop makes students 
active partners in ensuring that teaching and learning 
delivery not only works well but continues to improve 
over time. The dialogue between students, module 
leaders and the wider university is an ongoing project 
and it is imperative not just to close the feedback 
loop but to stay in in the loop too.”
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For HE providers, gathering student data, listening to their concerns, needs and comments can result in not only highly 
engaged students but also more efficient use of resources, enhanced retention and better employability – BUT only if 
the right questions are asked and institutional staff are prepared to act on the feedback and thereby create a virtuous 
loop of feedback and a genuine partnership with students for enhancement.
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Widely integrated with other higher education systems, such as VLE (virtual learning environments) and 
student portals, evasys provides instant and detailed feedback reports for course and module leaders, as 
well as extensive insights and management information for academic managers. Fully supported pilots are 
available to allow institutions to understand more easily the benefits of a central, digital system that aids 
student engagement and retention and facilitate module and course leader engagement.

evasys is a leading provider of survey and evaluation solutions, with more than 60 higher education 
institution customers across the UK and Ireland and over 1,000 worldwide; it is designed to both capture 
and respond to the student voice. evasys enables universities to streamline module evaluation and student 
surveys while driving up response rates and helping to close the student feedback loop and improve 
National Student Survey student voice outcomes.

About evasys

enquiries@evasys.co.uk
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