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Executive Summary 

There is evidence that the majority of schools and academic staff gather student feedback at module 
level in some form, however, the university as a whole has no agreed process to gather student 
feedback at this level and to ensure that students are given a voice in the module enhancement 
process.  This project was initiated by the Registrar and Deputy Registrar for Teaching and Learning 
to design and pilot such a system for the academic year 2009.   

The first phase of this project, over the course of Semester 1 2009/10, focused on the development 

of a system of online student feedback for use across the university, using the module as the basis of 

evaluation.  The pilot involved ten schools, drawn from across the five Colleges, eighty-two modules 

and eighty individual module coordinators.    

Overall the first phase of the project resulted in a number of successful outcomes:  

 A pilot survey, which incorporates both core compulsory questions and a bank of optional 

questions, was agreed through a process of consultation, was designed and tested. 

 The IT component developed in SIS Web facilitated centralised administration of the survey, 

thus significantly reducing the manual effort on the part of academic and other staff. 

 Results were reported to Module Coordinators and Heads of School in a user-friendly format 

through a secure online facility.  

 An initial analysis of data gathered (in particular comments from open-ended questions) 

reveals highly usable information on many aspects of teaching and learning.  Almost without 

exception students offered constructive feedback on their modules.  

 Students reported high level of satisfaction with the online survey mode and welcomed the 

opportunity to provide feedback.  

But there were some problems:  

 The average response rate at 25% is low when compared with response rates traditionally 

associated with ‘pen and paper’ surveys.   

 The location of the survey in SIS Web was not optimal from the point of view of ease of 

access for students.  Students were required to navigate a number of screens in order to 

access the survey.    

 Reporting at Head of Subject level was not possible.  

 Communication with staff and students around the project was sometimes weak, leading to 

poor engagement and occasional confusion. 

 Student expressed a concern that their feedback would not be acted upon, based on 

previous experienced of completing evaluation surveys.   

The key steps in the survey process are outlined in Table 1 overleaf. 
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Table 1: Key Steps in the Module Feedback Process 

 

 
# 

Steps in the 
Process  

Action Stage in Term  
 

1  
 

Survey Set-up  
[Appendix ]    

Module coordinator select questions for inclusion in their online module feedback survey via the survey 
tool in SIS Web.  The module survey has:  

 6 core questions asked of all modules 

 Up to 4 optional questions selected from a pre-determined bank of questions 

 Up to 2 additional Free Choice Questions (i.e. questions of the Module Coordinator’s own design).   

Week 9/10 

2 Survey is open for 
student 
completion  

Students are invited to complete the online module survey in SIS Web.  Information on the survey process 
is communicated to students through a variety of channels, i.e. by the module coordinator; class 
representative; SU; automated system messages; announcements on UCD Connect & Blackboard, notices 
& posters; reminder emails, etc. 
 
Module Coordinators can monitor survey response rates for their own modules on an ongoing basis via SIS 
Web.  This information may give rise to targeted and local efforts to maximise student engagement in the 
process.   

Go-live in Week 11. 
Surveys remain open for 
student completion 
until one week after the 
end of the examination 
period.  

3 Results available 
for review 
[Appendix ]  

Module Coordinators and Heads of School can review results from surveys submitted: 

 Module Coordinators can view detailed results of their own modules, including a mean (Likert) 
score for each question posed and full lists of comments arising from open-ended questions. 

 Head of School can view completion rates and mean (Likert) score for each question for each 
module in their school – excluding comments from open-ended questions which remain 
confidential to the Module Coordinator.  An overall mean (Likert) score for Core Questions 1 to 5 
for all modules surveyed in their school will also be include in the Head of School report.    

Only after examination 
results have been issued 
to students.  

4 Interpreting and 
responding to 
student feedback 

Guidelines1 and support is offered to staff on interpreting their own results and using them to inform 
changes to the modules and support academic staff in their teaching role.  
 

Early in the following 
semester (ongoing)  

                                                           
1
 Guidelines on interpreting and using results are under development and will be implemented for Semester 2 2010/11  
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Initial Recommendations 

Some initial recommendations are summarised below, with an expanded list included in Section 4 of 

this report.      

Survey Tool & Process 

 Undertake a full factor analysis of the complete data set from Semester 1 to facilitate a 

refinement of questions, paying particular attention to the core questions. 

 Seek the views of academic staff in the pilot schools on the usefulness of the results in the 

context of enhancing the learning experience for students.  

 Investigate further some initial findings that the survey questions are limited in terms of 

capturing aspects of more innovative teaching strategies.    

 Draft guidelines for staff on interpreting their results and using them to inform changes to 

their module and/or further academic development.    

 Broaden the base of pilot schools and modules in Semester 2.  Carefully monitor the impact 

of increased volume of surveys on student response rates.   

IT Component 

 Locate the online survey in UCD Connect with a direct link to survey page from email or 

Connect.   

 Provide a channel within the Teaching and Learning tab (within UCD Connect), where staff 

will set-up their questions, monitor survey response rates and access their results.  Hosting 

this activity within the Teaching and Learning tab has the advantage of simultaneously 

exposing lecturers to T&L related resources, programmes, news and events.   

 Build capacity for subject level reporting and comparative reporting on individual modules 

across semesters. 

Getting Buy-in & Communication  

 Disseminate the outcomes of the pilot project to key groups including VPTLs, Heads of 

School, School Heads of Teaching & Learning, Student-Staff Committees, Class Reps.  

Highlight the benefits of the initiative and continue to gather feedback on the process with a 

view to further development and improvement.  

 The SHoT&L played a pivotal role in ensuring the success of the Semester 1 pilot. Consider 

the formalisation of the role of Module Feedback Survey Coordinator (at School/Subject 

level) to support the rollout of the process across the university.     

 There was significant variation in response rates between modules and more generally 

across the pilot schools – identify the strategies adopted by those achieving higher response 

rates and dissemination as part of Semester 2 implementation.  

 Strengthen communications planning and implementation – adopt a multi-pronged 

approach to ‘getting the message out’. 
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Policy Issues 

 Senior Management need to communicate to all staff the imperative of ensuring that formal 

and systematic approaches to student feedback are in place for all modules and 

programmes.   

 Senior management and UCD Teaching and Learning need to communicate to staff the 

benefits of implementing a university-wide model of module evaluation.  Benefits of module 

evaluation include: provides students with a voice in the evaluation process, provides 

evidence of the impact of the module on student outcomes, provides evidence of the impact 

of teaching strategies on student outcomes and provides evidence that can be used by 

lecturers in building a profile of their teaching.   

 Survey fatigue presents a real risk to the future success of this and other important quality 

enhancement initiatives.  High level coordination of major surveys is urgently required with 

a view to optimising the quality, quantity and use of data gathered.     

 Consideration needs to be given to how the University (at a central level) uses the extensive 

data available through module feedback to inform strategic polices and projects that will 

lead to an enhancement of the learning experience generally across the university. This 

would have to be managed with absolute regard for the confidential and potentially 

sensitive nature of the information and the imperative to maintain staff buy-in to the 

process. 
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SECTION 1:  Introduction  

Context and Background to the Project 

Excellence and innovation in teaching and learning and the provision of an outstanding students 
experience are identified as fundamental to the success of the UCD Education Strategy 2009-20132.  
The Education Strategy recognises the importance of continuous improvement and enhancement of 
our programmes at both undergraduate and graduate levels, focusing on learning outcomes for the 
student, developing the strength of each academic discipline, while also providing the opportunity for 
broader liberal education.  In order to promote a culture of self-improvement, the university needs 
to create innovative data sources and information to help broaden our understanding of the 
educational experience.     

This pilot project is proposed to support the introduction of systematic and semi-standardised form 
of Student Feedback on Modules at UCD.  There is evidence that the majority of Schools and 
academic staff undertake some form of evaluation of their modules, including a student feedback 
element, however the university as a whole has no agreed process in place to determine the quality 
of its educational courses and to ensure that students are given a voice in the enhancement process.  

Student feedback on modules serves two related purposes:    

(i) Quality Enhancement of educational courses:  

Student feedback, taken as one component of a comprehensive evaluation process, can 
provide useful feedback to individual staff member and the Head of School/Subject about 
the quality and effectiveness of the module, which in turn may be useful for the 
improvement of teaching and/or curriculum design.   

(ii) Quality Assurance of educational courses:  

There is a need for Irish universities to demonstrate a quality assurance approach to its 
curriculum development and standards of teaching and assessment.  The Universities Act 
2007 specifically requires schools to regularly assure the quality of their educational 
offerings in a transparent manner, and to include the student voice in that process.    

 

Benefits of a university-wide approach 

The expected benefits of establishing an agreed university-wide process of student feedback 
include:  

 Excellence in teaching and curriculum design can be systematically identified and showcased 

 Difficulties perceived by students can be identified and dealt with as appropriate on an 
ongoing basis 

 All students are afforded an equal opportunity to submit feedback on their experience of 
modules 

 Reduced manual effort on the part of all staff through use of centrally administered 
electronic system 

 Easy and automatic access to confidential results for academics 

 Impartially collected evidence of student feedback for academics who choose to present it 
to support applications for teaching awards/grants and promotions. 

 

                                                           
2
 ww.ucd.ie/registrar/educationstrategy/ 
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Terms of Reference of the Pilot Project 

The Pilot Project is co-ordinated by a Student Feedback on Modules Steering Group, working to the 
following Terms of Reference 

 To co-ordinate and oversee the implementation of a pilot student feedback process to take 
place at the end of both semesters in the academic session 2009-2010. 

 To design the structure of the student feedback process including the on-line delivery of the 
questionnaire and the collection of data, to be ready for the end of September 2009. 

 To draft a proposed set questions for the feedback process including: 

o Standardised core questions 

o Option questions set out in the form of a question bank 

 To advise on the maximum number of questions to be included in the feedback process 
including ‘free choice’ questions that can be designed by individual coordinators 

 To identify a minimum of 2 schools in each Colleges for participation in the pilot. 

 To advise on and implement an effective process to maximise student engagement with the 
feedback process 

 To monitor the collection and delivery of data to schools at the end of each semester 

 To provide an interim report (end of January 2010) and a final report (June 2010) upon 
which the wider introduction of the evaluation process will be based for academic session 
2010-2011. 

 
 

Student Feedback on Modules Steering Group  
 

Aine Galvin (Chair) Director, UCD Teaching & Learning  

Anne Bourke VPTL Business & Law 

Feargal Muphy VPTL Arts & Celtic Studies 

Jim Phelan Dean of Agricultural Science 

Jonathan Drennan Nursing, Midwifery and Health Systems 

Danielle Clarke English, Drama and Film 

Judith Archbold UCD Teaching & Learning 

Maura McGinn Director of Institutional Research 

Patricia Kieran Senior Teaching Fellow  

Paul Surgenor UCD Teaching & Learning  

Roy Ferguson Office of the Director of Quality 

Gary Redmond President, SU  

                                                           
 The Registrar and the Deputy Registrar for Teaching & Learning will be ex-officio members of the group and 

other individuals may be co-opted on to the group as the Chair sees fit.  
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SECTION 2:  Description of Semester I Pilot 

2.1 The Pilot Schools 

Ten Schools agreed to participate in the Semester 1 pilot, with all five Colleges represented in this 

sample [Appendix 1].  In almost all cases the School Head of Teaching and Learning (SHoTL) acted as 

the liaison between the School and the Project Team.  In this regard the SHoTL played a key role in:  

 Communicating project updates to the Head of School and academic colleagues 

 Identifying modules for inclusion in Semester 1 pilot and briefing Module Coordinators on 

the various stages of the process  

 Seeking feedback from Module Coordinators on the survey design and on the core 

questions. (A smaller number of SHoT&L contributed to the design of the survey tool as part 

of a working group.)    

 Fielding queries from Module Coordinators 

 Supporting the communication effort with students, specifically, encouraging completion of 

surveys.       

2.2 Survey Tool 

The pilot survey sought to address only a small number of core issues.  In designing the survey the 
Steering Group took the view that a university-wide survey should represent a brief, summative 
(student) evaluation which could be applied to all modules across the university.  It is recognized 
that Schools are likely to continue to engage in other evaluation/feedback processes (e.g. formative 
feedback; focus groups; stage/programme evaluations) in order to gain additional information on 
specific aspects of a module/stage/programme.   

 

The six Core Questions asked of all modules were as follows:  
 

1. This module deepened my understanding of the subject3 
 

2. The assessment of this module supported my learning 
 

3. I achieved the learning outcomes of this module 
 

4. The approaches to teaching in this module supported my learning 
 

5. Overall I am satisfied with the quality of learning experience in this module 
 

6. Please comment on the following:  
a. Identify up to three aspects of the module that most helped your learning 

 
b. Identify up to three changes to the module that would enhance your learning 

 

 

                                                           
3
 Responses for Core Questions 1-5 are on a five-point Likert scale ranging from Strongly Agree to Strongly 

Disagree 
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Module Coordinators were also given the option of including  

i. up to 4 additional Optional Questions from a pre-determined bank of questions, and 

ii. up to 2 additional Free Choice Questions (i.e. questions of their own design).  

The Core Questions and the bank of Optional Questions are broadly based on the Australian Module 
Evaluation Questionnaire (MEQ), but have been amended and augmented to suit the UCD context.  
The MEQ has previously been used in a number of studies including measuring impact of training of 
university teachers on their teaching skills (Gibbs and Coffey 2004) and evaluating the effect of class 
size on student satisfaction with a module (Gibbs et al. 1997).  The MEQ has been adapted from the 
widely used Course Experience Questionnaire (CEQ) (Ramsden, 1991, Ainley and Johnson 2000, 
McInnis et al. 2001).  In devising the survey, the Steering Group drew on the extensive expertise of 
its members.   The Steering Group also consulted with SHoT&L in the pilot schools and with student 
representatives. In order to minimize survey fatigue for students, the survey was brief and focused.  
Please refer to Appendix 2 for the pilot survey.  

2.3 IT component in SIS Web 

 The online pilot survey is hosted within SIS Web, with access via UCD Connect.  The clear advantage 

of hosting the Student Feedback system in SIS Web (rather than in Blackboard or in a local system) is 

that it facilitates centralised administration of all aspects of the process (including survey set-up by 

Module Coordinators; communication with students and staff; monitoring and reporting on student 

activity relating to survey completion; collation and distribution of survey results).  The SIS Web 

solution has the following key features: 

2.3.1 Online Surveys - Student Perspective  

The student is alerted to the survey through an email message and is invited to log onto UCD 

Connect in order to access SIS Web.  Once in SIS Web the student clicks on ‘Student Administrative 

Services’ and then selects ‘My Module Surveys’.  The student is presented with a list of modules, 

with outstanding surveys clearly flagged.  

 
My Module Surveys 

 

Module  Module   Deadline  Status 

Code  Title   for Response  

 

ABC12340 Study of the Alphabet 31/12/2009 Survey Outstanding - click to commence 

evaluation 

ABC12350 Advanced Alphabet studies    Survey Submitted 

 

 

The student accesses a module survey by clicking on link and then works through the series of 

questions.   As the survey is sufficiently short to allow students to easily complete it in a single sitting 

(3-5 minutes), there is no facility for saving a partially-completed evaluation. Once a survey is 

submitted, the student is given the option to commence evaluation of the next module (if any). 
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2.3.2 Online Surveys - Staff members Perspective   

On entering SIS Web, a staff member is presented with the modules for which he/she is the Module 

Coordinator.  

 
My Modules 

 

Module  Module   Students Surveys   Status 

Code  Title   Registered Submitted 

 

ABC12340 Study of the Alphabet  104  45  OPEN FOR RESPONSES 

BY 31/12/2009 

ABC12350 Advanced Alphabet studies 45  10  OPEN FOR RESPONSES 

BY 31/12/2009 

 

 

From this screen Module Coordinators may perform the following actions: 

(1) Select questions for inclusion in the survey (at specified times of the year only) 

(2) Review the progress of survey submission (but not see the actual responses at this stage) 

(3) Review results from surveys submitted (only from a specified date only after the survey 

launch/completion). 

Selecting Questions for Inclusion in a Feedback Survey 

The Core Questions are included in all module surveys and are displayed for information only. 

Coordinators may opt to augment the six core questions and customise their survey to suit their own 

modules by selecting up to 4 questions from the predefined list of Optional Questions and/or adding 

up to 2 Free Choice Questions which they may define and set-up for themselves. 

 

There is also a facility to assign Questions to Themes/Reporting Categories (e.g. Outcomes and 

Expectations, Assessment, etc).  However, these categories are provided for the Coordinators’ 

information or subsequent data analysis purposes only; questions are not presented to students 

using these categories. 

2.3.3 Channel in Teaching & Learning Tab in UCD Connect 

From Semester 2, a channel will be provided within the Teaching and Learning tab (linked to the UCD 

Teaching & Learning Portal and Website) to host the Module Survey process. Academic staff will be 

directed to the Teaching & Learning tab in UCD Connect where they may set-up their questions; 

monitor response rates; and access results for their modules. Hosting this activity within the 

Teaching & Learning tab has the advantage of simultaneously exposing lecturers to T&L-related 

resources, courses, news and events.  
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2.3.4 Reporting 

In estimating reporting capacity, the focus was on the provision of reports to the following target 

audiences: 

(1) Module Coordinators would be able to see detailed results, including both qualitative and 

quantitative data, from their student feedback surveys.  For historical comparison purposes, 

they may see previous years’ results for the same module, but only in cases where they were 

also the Module Coordinator.  

(2) Heads of School (or their nominees) would be able to see completion rates and the quantitative 

responses to each question, for each module within their Schools; however, student comments 

would remain confidential to the Module Coordinator. 

(3) The Head of Subject would be able to see completion rates and quantitative responses to each 

question for each module within their subject area; however, student comments would remain 

confidential to the Module Coordinator. 

(4) Aggregated quantitative data (presented so as to ensure that individual modules and/or Module 

Coordinators cannot be identified) could be collated on a subject/school basis and made 

available at college and university level.4 

(5) For each Module Feedback Survey Coordinator (per School/Subject) – ability to see the overall 

completion rates of modules.5 

Reports on Semester 1 results were maintained on SIS Web, which is accessed through Info View in 

UCD Connect.  Module Coordinators and Heads of Schools were alerted to the availability of results 

on a specified date via email, which also contained a ‘quick link’ to results. 

 

2.4 Pre-pilot Test 

A pre-pilot test of the online survey was conducted in advance of the system ‘going live’, in order to 

test staff and student interfaces with the online survey system and to solicit user reaction to the 

survey layout, style and content.  Two modules (which would not be involved in the actual pilot) 

were identified, one at graduate level and one at undergraduate level.  The associated group of 

graduate students were asked to complete the test survey at the end of their lecture (in-situ) on 

their own laptops.  The relevant undergraduate students were contacted directly by the Module 

Coordinator, by email, inviting them to go online to complete the survey on a test site.  The response 

rate from the first group was, unsurprisingly, almost 100%; however, the response rate from the 

latter group was just 25%, despite the personal request from the Module Coordinator.   

The pre-pilot test did not reveal any system errors and students reported no problems with 

accessing the survey; the time required to complete it; or the language used.  Many students 

reported familiarity with the basic survey layout.  A short feedback session was conducted with the 

graduate group who broadly welcomed the initiative and commented positively on the survey tool.       

                                                           
4
 It was agreed that access to reports from Semester 1 2009/10 would be limited to Module Coordinators and 

Heads of Subject and School.    
5
 This role has yet to be defined and did not exist in the first pilot.    



14 

 

2.5 Communications 

The Steering Group identified communication as one of the key objective of the pilot project.  A 

communications plan identified a number of specific actions to address the information needs of key 

audiences.  The primary sources of information included:  

1. UCD Connect Group (containing all project documentation) for the Project Steering Group 

and Deputy Registrar for Teaching & Learning  

2. Project website – accessible to all and the primary source of related information for staff  

3. News piece in Registrar’s bulletin (emailed to all UCD staff)  

4. Online FAQs for students  

5. Online FAQs for staff (in development) 

6. Regular email communication to pilot schools and students 

a. Inviting Module Coordinators in pilot schools to set-up their questions (automated 

system message) 

b. Informing students of the impending pilot and inviting their cooperation (automated 

system message) 

c. Announcing to students that system was now open for survey completion and 

providing them with a link to SIS Web (automated system message) 

d. Regularly updating pilot schools of response rates and asking them to encourage 

student participation (sent by Project Team)  

e. Weekly reminder emails to students to complete their survey (automated system 

message)   

7. Announcement on all modules in BlackBoard and on UCD Connect  

8. Poster ads displayed in main student areas on campus, encouraging student participation 

9. Class announcements by Module Coordinators and Class Reps 

10. Text message reminder to students to complete their survey. 

The Project Steering Group agreed to offer an incentive to students, in the form of a draw for five 

iPods for those completing their survey within the defined timeframe.  Although the Steering Group 

was not entirely convinced of the merits of such a scheme or of its longer-term sustainability, it was 

agreed to trial it as part of the pilot.    
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Section 3: Results & Analysis  

Survey Set-up 

Engagement by Module Coordinators 

A total of 82 modules, involving 80 individual Module Coordinators were involved in the pilot survey.  

61% of the participating Module Coordinators accessed the survey set-up screen during Week 10 of 

Semester 1 (as specified) and the vast majority selected additional questions for their own module 

survey.  Of those opting to add additional questions (n=50), 86% added the maximum allowable 

number of Optional Questions (i.e. 4).  Two-thirds of this group of 50 Module Coordinators opted to 

add 1 or more Free Choice Questions (i.e. questions of their own design).  

In terms of survey length:  

 Just less than 40% of surveys consisted of the 6 Core Questions only 

 Just over half (52.4%) consisted of 10 or more questions 

 28% of surveys in the pilot consisted of 12 questions (maximum allowable number). 

Optional Questions Selected from Question Bank 

The most popular optional questions selected by module coordinators are displayed in Table 2 

below: 

Table 2: Top five most popular questions as selected by Module Coordinators   

No. of 

Modules 

Question Category 

18 Approximately, what percentage of this module’s classes (including all 

contact hours) did you actually attend?    

Attendance 

17 Ideas were clearly communicated in class. Teaching 

15 The workload on this module was manageable.  Workload 

13 Module materials were well prepared. Resources 

11 The teaching staff made this module intellectually stimulating. Teaching 

 

The following five Optional Questions were not selected for inclusion by any Module Coordinator: 

 

1. Feedback on my work was prompt. 

2. To do well on the assessment for this module all you needed was a good memory. 

3. I have been able to access general IT resources when I need to. 

4. I have been able to access specialised equipment when I needed to. 

5. Materials provided for this module were relevant and up to date 
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Free Choice Questions 

An analysis of Free Choice (own design) questions suggests that Module Coordinators used this 

option to good effect, with limited overlap between the questions designed and those already 

contained in either the Core Questions or in the Optional Question Bank.  In many cases, Module 

Coordinators took this opportunity to ask about a specific component/feature of their module (e.g. 

‘The assessment support blog was useful’; ‘I found the fortnightly two-hour seminar preferable to a 

weekly one-hour seminar.’) 

However, problems with a number of Free Choice Questions emerged when the pilot study data 

were being compiled for report. Garbled results, combining both free text and Likert-scale or yes/no 

options are presented for a number of Free Choice questions.  The problem may have originated at 

the point of question set-up, suggesting the need for better-defined parameters (within the online 

system) on the design of Free Choice Questions.  In addition it would be helpful if Module 

Coordinators could review the ‘student view’ of their survey at the point of set-up.  This facility was 

not available in Semester 1 but will be addressed for Semester 2.           

Survey Response Rate 

Analysis of response rates by School, Class Size and Module Stage 

A total of 82 modules, drawn from 10 Schools, were included in the Semester 1 pilot.  The Schools 

were invited to put forward a selection of modules to include both undergraduate and graduate 

level modules, as well as large and small class groups.  The total number of students invited to 

participate in the pilot was 8,586, representing circa 50% of the full-time student population.    

The average response rate by students to the survey was just under 25%.  However there was 

variation in response rate between the Schools and between modules within Schools.  The School 

with the highest response rate was Archaeology at 31.65%.  Table 3 overleaf provides an overview of 

response rates by school.   There is evidence of some degree of positive correlation between smaller 

class sizes and higher response rates.  Module level also appears to be a factor influencing response 

rate, with average student response rate for modules at level 4 between 8-10% higher than all other 

levels.  Considering the limited sample size and uneven distribution of modules across all levels in 

the Semester 1 pilot, these findings may not be entirely robust. 
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Table 3:  Response Rates by School 

School No. of Modules 
involved 

No. of Students 
Invited 

No. of 
Respondents 

Response 
Rate (%) 

Response Rate Range 
(Min-Max) (%) 

Applied Social 
Science 

7 919 214 23.29% 12.50% - 28.26% 

Archaeology 10 774 245 31.65% 29.88% - 36.84% 

Arch, Landscape & 
Civil Eng 

10 544 117 21.51% 3.85% - 35.09% 

Biomolecular & 
Biomed Science 

8 995 264 26.53% 13.36% - 48.57% 

Business 5 879 183 20.82% 6.67% - 33.33% 

Geological Sciences 5 306 76 24.84% 11.76% - 55.56% 

Languages & 
Literature 

10 660 172 26.06% 12.50% - 41.18% 

Nursing, Midwifery 
& Health Sys 

11 1,431 314 23.83% 12.35% - 40.32% 

Physics 11 1,059 283 26.72% 11.54% - 82.35% 

Politics & Int 
Relations 

5 1,019 238 23.36% 19.47% - 58.54% 

Overall 
 

82 8,586 2,133 24.8% 3.85% - 82.35% 

 

 

Chart 1: Response Rates by Class Size 
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Response rates by date and time of day 

The survey was opened to students on Monday 16 November 2009 (Week 11 of the teaching term) 

and remained open until early in the New Year.  Over 60% of total responses were submitted within 

the first two weeks of the survey opening (i.e. by the end of the teaching team).  96% of all 

responses received were submitted by 20 Dec (end of Semester 1 Examination period).   

There is clear correlation between the dates when email reminders were sent to student and surges 

in response rates.  This is particularly evident in the Week 12 of term, where communication was 

stepped-up on a number of fronts following a low response rate the previous week.  The text 

message reminder had minimal impact on response rate and compares poorly to email reminders.   

This makes sense when one considers that the online nature of the survey and the relative ease of 

navigation for students between email to SISWeb.  Some consideration should be given to the 

possibility of students completing the survey via their mobile phone.  

In terms of response rate by time of day, students were most likely to complete the survey between 

12noon and 21:00, with response rate peaking between 16:00 and 18:00.  

Further analysis of steps taken by individual module coordinators and Schools to encourage student 

participation is underway and may reveal other factors influencing response rates.  
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Table 4:   Response Rate by Week/Day 

 

Stage in Term Dates when the number 

of surveys submitted 

exceeded 50   

Total 

responses 

by week 

Communication Issued – Nature & Date 

Wk. 11 

Mon 16 - Sun 

22 Nov  

16/11/09 215 415 16/11/09 at 15:40 - Email sent to all 

students. 

17/11/09 114 

Wk. 12  

Mon 23 – Sun 

29 Nov 

23/11/09 323 922 23/11/09 at 15:40 - Reminder email sent 

to all students.  

23/11/09 - Email sent to Module 

Coordinators asking them to remind 

students, make class announcements, etc. 

24/11/09 – Posters widely displayed & 

issued to Mod Coordinators to publicise. 

24/11/09 - Announcement placed on Bb & 

UCD Connect. 

24/11/09 239 

25/11/09 119 

26/11/09 83 

27/11/09 71 

Revision Week 

Mon 30 Nov– 

Sun 6 Dec  

30/11/09 50 212 03/12/09 at 17:00 – Text message sent to 

students. 

03/12/09 56 

Exams Wk. 1 

Mon 7 – Sun 13 

Dec  

11/12/09 190 310 11/12/09 at 08:50am – Email sent to 

students.  

Exams Wk. 2 

Mon 14 – Sun 

20 Dec 

18/12/09 55 191 18/12/09 at 10:50am – Email sent to 

students. 

Christmas 

Period 

(21/12/09 – 

06/01/10) 

  82 None 

Total Number 

of Responses 

  2133  
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Graph 1: Responses by week 

 

  
 

 Graph 2:  Response rate by Time of Day 
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Reporting Results 

The results from Semester 1 survey are hosted in SIS Web and consist of three reports:  

SFM001 Summary Report - Provides summary information on student response rate and an overall 
score for each of the 5 core questions for the module(s) in question.  In the case of Heads of 
School, the same summary information is displayed for all participating modules within their School.  
In addition, an overall average score (on each of the core questions) for these combined modules is 
also displayed.   
  
SFM002 Module Detail Report - Provides a breakdown of results for each question per module.  An 
individual module coordinator can 'drill' from this report (SFM002) to access SMF003 to view 
students’ comments from their open-ended questions.  These comments can be viewed by Module 
Coordinators only, Heads of School do not have access to comments. 

The project Steering Group opted not to report a single overall score/rating for an individual module, 
arguing this could shift the focus of the feedback process away from module enhancement, reducing 
it to an exercise in ranking modules.  The Steering Group also agreed that the initial focus of 
reporting should be at individual module level, subject level and school level.  Comparisons between 
schools and between colleges were viewed as unhelpful and unsound.  

A number of issues arose with reporting in first phase of the pilot:  

 Although it is possible to calculate scores for a group of modules within the same subject 
using the unique 4 letter subject code, it is not possible for Business Objects to link these 
results to a Head of Subject. Thus, reporting capability at the level of Head of Subject needs 
to be developed.  

 It is not clear if the system has the capacity to allow the Module Coordinator to view 
previous years’ results for the same modules, only in cases where they were also the Module 
Coordinator.  The issue to be resolved relates to archiving of module coordinator details 
over time within Business Objects.  This requires further investigation and development.       

 Garbled results were displayed for some free choice questions (mainly linked to questions 
set-up on a ‘range’ other than Likert). 

 Limited design capacity within Business Object for display of data (bar charts, etc).       

A sample report can be viewed in Appendix 3.  

 

Quality of Data Gathered – Themes Emerging 

An initial analysis of an anonymous sample of comments which were drawn from responses to the 
open-ended core question6, revealed highly usable information on many aspects of teaching and 
learning.  At a macro-level the emerging themes and issues should inform aspects of university 
policy and planning, while module-specific information should provides valuable insights to 
individual lecturers and Schools.  Almost without exception students were constructive in their 
commentary.    

A summary of major themes emerging along with a flavour of associated student views are outlined 
below. 

                                                           
6 Please comment on the following:  

a. Identify up to three aspects of the module that most helped your learning 
b. Identify up to three changes to the module that would enhance your learning 

 



22 

 

   

Major themes Overview of comments 

Lecturers  Students clearly appreciated lecturers who were: enthusiastic about 
the subject area; approachable and supportive of students; inspired 
their students to learn; had in-depth knowledge of the topic; offered 
clear explanations of difficult aspects; took time to ensure 
understanding; repeated difficult aspects; clear communicators who 
weren’t overly reliant on their notes/slides. 

Assessment & 
assignments 

Strong support for continuous assessment; liked regular (short) tests 
to monitor their own learning/progress; use continuous assessment 
& assignments to spread workload; assessment need to be relevant 
–allow students some input in design of assessment/assignments; 
provide more guidance on how to approach the 
assignment/assessment; all tasks, tests & assignments should count 
for something in terms of final grade; didn’t like 100% terminal 
exam.  

Feedback  Many students identified gap in provision of feedback.  Many 
commented that they had little knowledge of how they were 
progressing.  Some comments on differing approaches to tutors – 
some offering regular feedback on homework & assignments –others 
providing none.  

Resources Lots of comments on the importance of clear notes, relevant 
readings, diagrams, slides, current research papers, practical 
examples, solutions to problems, etc.  Use of Blackboard/VLE was 
seen as a good thing –notes in advance also requested.  Students 
have high expectation of lecturers in terms of the provision of 
resources & materials.  

Tutorials, Practicals Seen as very important way of integrating theory with real world 
examples; ensure good link between lecture & practicals/tutorials; 
promoted better understanding of difficult topics; should provide 
opportunities for good engagement & interaction; many students 
favoured more tutorials/practicals.  

Group Work, EPBL, 
discussion groups, 
group projects, wikis, 
etc.  

Some commentary on these more innovative strategies, but to a 
much lesser extent than the practical/structural things such as 
lecture notes, assessment and qualities of the lecturer.  Where 
students did comment they seemed to recognise how useful these 
strategies are but were more focused on “getting through the 
module” with good notes on Bb and with as little additional effort as 
possible!   

 

Student Views on the Survey Process 

Information in this section is informed by responses from the online forms (addressing the survey 

process and content) and from a limited focus group discussion.  
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Motivation to participate 

The most powerful motivating factor in the decision to participate was to whether they had any 
strong views to express, either negative or positive.  Motivation was particularly strong where the 
student felt very negative about a module.  Students were also influenced by positive rapport with 
the lecturer or recognised attempts by the lecturer to improve their learning experience.   In general 
the use of an incentive to encourage participation was not deemed a successful strategy.    

There was a view (expressed by students) that the student population was extremely apathetic and 
that aspiring to 100% participation rates was an unlikely goal - “unless you are physically grab a 
student and shake them, you’re never going to get the majority of students to do anything “ 

Data Collection 

The online approach was considered to be the most beneficial and practical.  It provided more time 
to think about responses; was believed to be more anonymous; and ensured more constructive 
feedback.  The ‘paper and pencil’ method was considered the easiest approach from the student 
perspective and the one most likely to ensure participation.  Conversely it was deemed less 
anonymous and less likely to gather useful comments.  Several students suggested the use of 
Blackboard, suggesting it would add validity to the survey and integrate it with the module from the 
beginning of term.    

The attitude of the lecturer to the evaluation process strongly influenced student participation.  
When this was unenthusiastic, so was the student response – “It’s a real negative approach so you 
don’t really feel like you want to do that because if they don’t want to do it”.  Students need to be 
encouraged and reminded to complete the survey.  Students also commented that the process was 
not considered particularly effective since students have no experience of seeing feedback in action - 
“a lot of people would be sitting there going, you know, what’s really going to change?” 

Quality of Feedback 

Students considered that the quality of feedback from online surveys was higher than that of paper 
based surveys.  In general students’ comments were considered to be reliable and it was stated that 
good lecturers generally get good feedback.  However in this regard a cautionary point was also 
noted:  

 Students were more likely to participate or provide comments for more personable lecturers 
or get distracted from the module and focus on their personality – “I’d be more likely to 
leave a positive comment on just a nice person. I think that could kind of skew the answers a 
little bit as well”. 

Access and Content 

Students who completed the survey didn’t report any problems with accessing the questionnaire; 
the time required to complete it; or the language used, and many were familiar with the basic 
layout.  However representatives from the SU and a number of students’ comments filtered through 
lecturers remarked on the ‘obscure’ location of the survey in SIS Web, which required students to 
navigate their way through a number of screens to access the survey.    

Use of Feedback Data 

Despite the low participation rates it was agreed that students should, nevertheless, have the 
opportunity to express their opinion.   When asked about how data would be used most hoped that 
the lecturer would read and act upon comments, though many were not optimistic about this.   
Others stated that comments should go to ‘higher authorities’ to ensure some level of action.   

There was concern that the results would impact negatively on lecturers and several wanted to 
avoid this - “I would hate to think it would contribute to someone being out of work, as the subject 
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matter on the module had no reflection on the individual teaching it”.  On a related theme students 
stated that information gathered should not be used in conjunction with promotion prospects.  It 
should be used to improve classes and to provide concrete examples of how previous comments and 
suggestions have been implemented.   

Students should be informed of key points/summary of feedback by means of a group email. 

 

Staff Views on the Survey Process 

Staff we invited to give feedback on the pilot survey process via email directly to the project team or 
by completing a short questionnaire via survey monkey.   Of the 80 lecturers involved in the pilot, 
one-third (26) completed the online questionnaire via survey monkey.  From a procedural 
perspective few (3 lecturers) experienced any difficulties setting up their survey or accessing their 
results, and the majority (84%) were satisfied with their level of knowledge and understanding of the 
project’s aims from the outset. The results were considered easy to access and to navigate.  

 Three-quarters were satisfied with the core questions, though several were concerned that 
academic phraseology (“learning outcomes”, “assessment supported my learning”) was 
inappropriate for students. A subsequent question addressing this issue however revealed that only 
three respondents found the language inaccessible. 

 Of the 26 lecturers 9 felt that the optional questions were too general. Recommendations for other 
areas that should be covered included library resources, module content, and perceived integration 
with other modules.  Some also felt restricted by the 4 question limit and that more open-ended 
questions would be beneficial. 

 Increasing student participation is of key importance for future iterations of the project, and many 
(85%) had some suggestion to improve participation. These included: 

 Ensuring this does not run parallel with existing evaluations (it emerged that quite a number 
of schools ran concurrent surveys during the period of the pilot) 

 Make accessing Blackboard /grades contingent on completion 

 Avoiding online methods 

 Staggering opening/closing times so students do not have to complete several at once 

 Greater influence and control at the School level, rather than central administration 

 Integrate the process into the module 

 Increased promotion and raising awareness from earlier in the semester 

 Making use of sessions where students are using computers in their class 

  

While the majority (61.5%) stated that the questions provided valuable information a considerable 
proportion felt they had limited value.  The main concern, however, related to the low participation 
rates rather than an issue with the survey tool or procedural components. Several stated that it 
supported their own beliefs about the module and that the open-ended items provided the most 
valuable information. 

 Most importantly, more than half (56%) of respondents stated that they would be changing some 
aspect of their module based on their results, while others wanted more time to consider the 
comments and their implications. 



25 

 

Section 4: Summary & Recommendations 

Summary of Key Achievements:  

The first phase of this project focused on the “development of a system of student feedback for use 
across the university …..,using the module as the basis of evaluation and incorporating an agreed 
minimum number of standard questions for the evaluation of all modules”. The following has been 
achieved: 

 The Semester 1 pilot involved ten schools, drawn from across the five Colleges, eighty-two 
modules and eighty individual module coordinators.    

 A total of 8,586 students were invited to complete an online module survey – the average 
response rate was 24.8%.   

 Six core questions were completed for all modules in the pilot.  

 The majority of Module Coordinators opted to augment the six core questions to suit their 
own module by including optional questions from a pre-determined bank of questions 
and/or adding questions of their own design.  

 An initial analysis of an anonymous sample of results (including 1,200 comments from open-
ended questions) revealed highly usable information on many aspects of teaching and 
learning. At a macro-level the emerging issues could be addressed through major policy and 
project initiatives, while module-specific information could be readily applied to enhance 
particular aspects of the learning experience.  Almost without exception students were 
constructive in their commentary.  

 Centralised administration of the survey was made possible through the development of an 
online survey component in SIS Web.   

Some Challenges: 

A number of important challenges were highlighted over the course of the Semester 1 pilot.   

 The location of the survey in SIS Web was not optimal from the point of view of ease of 
access for students.  Students reported that they generally only access SIS Web to check 
examination results, thus they are not overly familiar with its features or navigation.  In 
addition, students were required to navigate through a number of screens before accessing 
the survey. 

 Although a response rate of 25% is broadly in line with what one might expect from an 
online survey, it compares poorly to response rates traditionally achieved in ‘pen and paper’ 
student surveys.  In order to convince academic staff of the merits of the standardised 
online system, ongoing investment and effort is required to improve these response rates.  

 Subject level reporting and comparison of results across semesters are currently not possible 
as these functions are linked to the completion of another IT Services project (i.e. ‘Identifier’ 
Project).     

 Communication with staff and students around the project and survey process was 

sometimes weak, leading to poor engagement and occasional confusion. 

 Student expressed concern that their feedback would not be acted upon, based on their 
previous experiences of completing evaluation surveys.  Students want to see evidence that 
their contribution to the evaluation process does bring about change and result in module 
enhancement.  Linked to this, academic staff need support and guidance on how to interpret 
and act on their results.     
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Recommendations 

Table 5: Recommendations for implementation in Semester 2 (2009/10) 

Theme Recommendation Action By 

Survey Tool& 

Process 

 

Undertake a full factor analysis of the complete set of survey data from Semester I to facilitate the refinement of 

questions, paying particular attention to the core questions.  

J Drennan & P Surgenor 

 Consider the addition of some further questions to the optional question bank that examine aspects of more 

innovative teaching strategies.       

Survey Tool Working 

Group   

 Include a short explanatory note under each question to ensure full clarity for students. Project team  

 Invite the 10 pilot schools (and any other interested schools) to implement the module feedback survey for all their 

modules being delivered in Semester 2.  

Project Team 

 With-hold the offer of an incentive (e.g. iPod draw) for Semester 2 pilot.  Project Team 

 Draft guidelines for staff on interpreting their results and using them to inform changes to their module and/or 

further academic development.    

Project Team 

I.T. Component Locate the online survey in UCD Connect with a direct link to survey page from email or Connect. MSU 

 Provide a channel within the Teaching and Learning tab (within UCD Connect), where staff will set-up their questions, 

monitor survey response rates and access their results.  Hosting this activity within the Teaching and Learning tab 

has the advantage of simultaneously exposing lecturers to T&L related resources, programmes, news and events.   

MSU 

 As part of the question set-up process, facilitate module coordinators to ‘preview’ their own survey (as students will 

see it) and to download/save a copy for future reference. 

MSU 

 Review the parameters for the set-up of Free-choice questions to ensure a coherent set of results (include 

instructions for module coordinators on same). 

MSU 
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 Build capacity for subject level reporting and comparative reporting on individual modules across semesters.  MSU 

Getting Buy-in & 

Communication 

Disseminate the outcomes of the pilot project to key groups including VPTLs, Heads of School, School Heads of 

Teaching & Learning, Student-Staff Committees, Class Reps.  Highlight the benefits of the initiative and continue to 

gather feedback on the process with a view to further development and improvement.  

Project Team & Steering 

Group 

 Set-out a detailed communications plan that addresses the communication challenges with both staff and students.  

Identify a (central) Communications Coordinator to oversee its implementation for Semester 2 pilot.   

Project Team & Steering 

Group 

 There was significant variation in response rates between modules and more generally across the pilot schools – 

identify the strategies adopted by those achieving higher response rates and dissemination as part of Semester 2 

implementation.  

Project Team & Pilot 

Schools 

 Further develop the project website, providing focused information for staff and students on all aspects of the 

project and pilot process. Identify and utilise other channels for information dissemination.  

Communications 

Coordinator & Project 

Team.  

Policy Issues Senior Management need to communicate to all staff the imperative of ensuring that formal and systematic 

approaches to student feedback are in place for all modules and programmes.   

SMT Academic 

 

Table 6: Recommendations for consideration in the context of wider implementation of the process in 2010/11 

Theme Recommendation Action By 

Survey Tool  

&Process  

The Steering Group recommends that student feedback should be gathered each time the module is delivered.  In order 

to prevent over-surveying of students: (i) the current survey length should be maintained in the short to medium term 

(i.e. maximum of 12 questions); (ii) consideration needs to be given to module evaluation in the context of an overall 

evaluation model.  

Project team 

I.T. Component Consider the feasibility of survey completion via mobile phone.  MSU 
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Getting Buy-in & 

Communication 

Identify ‘champions’ across the Colleges/Schools who will support and encourage the participation of colleagues in 

systematic and formalised approaches to student feedback.   

VPTLs, Heads of 

School, Steering 

Group. 

 The SHoT&L played a pivotal role in ensuring the success of the Semester 1 pilot. Consider the formalisation of the role 

of Module Feedback Survey Coordinator (at School/Subject level) to support the rollout of the process across the 

university.     

VPTLs Head of 

School. 

Policy Issues Survey fatigue presents a real risk to the future success of this and other important quality enhancement initiatives.  

High level coordination of major surveys is urgently required with a view to optimising the quality, quantity and use of 

data gathered.   

RSMT 

 Consideration needs to be given to how the University (at a central level) uses the extensive data available through 

module feedback to inform strategic polices and projects that will lead to an enhancement of the learning experience 

generally across the university. This would have to be managed with absolute regard for the confidential and potentially 

sensitive nature of the information and the imperative to maintain staff buy-in to the process.  

Education Strategy 

Board  

 Senior management and UCD Teaching and Learning need to communicate to staff the benefits of implementing a 

university-wide model of module evaluation.  Benefits of module evaluation include: provides students with a voice in 

the evaluation process, provides evidence of the impact of the module on student outcomes, provides evidence of the 

impact of teaching strategies on student outcomes and provides evidence that can be used by lecturers in building a 

profile of their teaching.   

SMT & UCD T&L 

 Extend-out the deadlines for the submission of module descriptors to CMS to facilitate module coordinators to make 

changes in response to feedback received from students.   

Registry 
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Schools participating in the Pilot  

2009/10 

A new project is proposed to support the introduction of a systematic and semi-standardised form of 

Student Feedback on Modules at UCD.  In 20090/10 a pilot project will be undertaken to trial such a 

system with a sample of Schools (and their modules).      

The following Schools have agreed to participate in the pilot.    

 

College School Contact person for Pilot 

Arts & Celtic Studies 

 

School of Archaeology  

 

Dr. Helen Lewis 

 School of Languages & Literatures 

 

Dr. Derval Conroy 

Business & Law 

 

Various modules from both 

schools have been identified for 

the pilot 

Dr. Ann Bourke  

Engineering, 

Mathematics & Physical 

Sciences 

School of Physics 

 

Dr. Emma Sokell 

 School of Geological Sciences Dr. Julian Menuge 

 School of Architecture, Landscape 

and Civil Engineering 

Dr. William Magette 

Human Sciences 

 

School of Politics & International 

Relations 

Dr. Vincent Durac 

 School of Applied Social Science   Dr. Hilda Loughran 

Life Sciences 

 

School of Biomolecular & 

Biomedical Science 

Dr. Kathy O’Boyle 

 School of Nursing, Midwifery & 

Health Systems  

Dr. Jonathan Drennan 
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