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Questions that matter: using Q methodology to
identify student priorities in module level experience

Elena Zaitsevaa and Anna S. Lawb

aTeaching and Learning Academy, Liverpool John Moores University, Liverpool, UK; bSchool of
Psychology, Liverpool John Moores University, Liverpool, UK

ABSTRACT
Student engagement with evaluation surveys has been
declining, reducing the reliability and usability of the data
for quality assurance and enhancement. One of the reasons
for that, as reported by students, is the perceived low rele-
vance of survey questions to their daily experiences and
concerns. Uniform questions, provided by standardised
survey instruments, rarely capture the needs of a diverse
student population with wide-ranging educational experien-
ces. This article draws on findings from a project that
explored student priorities in the module level experience
by involving them in the development of survey questions.
Q methodology was utilised to identify groups of students
with similar views and to explore key factors and patterns
of thoughts about module experience. The project findings
are indicative of three distinctive groups that reflect differ-
ent stages of the student university journey, their level of
maturity and cognitive engagement. The article reflects
on the implications of the findings for quality assurance
processes, teaching and student support.

KEYWORDS
Module evaluation; student
voice; student surveys;
student engagement; Q
methodology

Introduction

In higher education, student evaluations of teaching have multiple purposes,

including public accountability, performance management and the improve-

ment of teaching and learning (Williams & Cappuccini-Ansfield, 2007;

Huxham et al., 2008; Spooren et al., 2013). The latter of these is seen as the

most important aspect by students and academic staff (Nasser & Fresko,

2002; Chen & Hoshower, 2003; Chan et al., 2014). Collecting student feed-

back via surveys, timely reporting and acting on results are key elements of

quality monitoring and enhancement processes in universities across the

world. However, the reliability and usability of single institutional measures
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in the context of institutional diversity have been questioned by academic
staff (Leathwood & Phillips, 2000). Relevance of the questions has also been
queried by students (Harvey, 2003).

This study addresses these concerns by exploring students’ priorities in
module level experience and developing a student-generated question bank.
It also attempts to identify groups of students who share similar priorities
and opinions and reflects on the implications of these findings for the qual-
ity of higher education.

Evaluating module level experience: challenges of measurement

Module, a self-contained, formally structured unit of study, with an explicit
set of learning outcomes, is an integral part of students’ university experi-
ence. Module evaluation surveys, also known as the end of semester evalu-
ation surveys, unit evaluations in Australia, or course evaluation surveys in
the USA and Canada, are usually standardised, benchmarking instruments
that are centrally devised or partially reproduced from validated national sur-
veys or other published instruments. As Gibbs (2010) rightly indicated,
‘almost all such questionnaires are ‘home-grown’ and are likely to be of
doubtful reliability and open to all kinds of biases’ (Gibbs, 2010, p. 27). It is
not uncommon that items from validated instruments designed for other
purposes are taken out of context and used in module evaluation surveys,
reducing the validity of the measure (Shah & Nair, 2012).

Module evaluation surveys seek student feedback on what Pastore et al.
(2019) refer to as the ‘micro’ level of teaching and learning processes, rather
than wider course (programme of study) or institutional issues. As every stu-
dent has to complete several module surveys each semester, standardisation
of the survey is ‘an inevitable part of developing a sustainable structure for
such systems, given the sheer volume of administration created by surveying
students on this scale’ (Wiley, 2019, p. 56). However, the experience across
modules is not homogenous: some are taught predominantly via lectures
and seminars, while others might be practice-based or linked to placements.
Modules can be core or elective, may have different credit weightings, or be
shared across programmes. Some modules are team taught, while others are
delivered by a single academic. A lack of sensitivity to individual contexts
and schedules could suggest that standardised surveys are only partially
effective as a means of evaluation (Wiley, 2019).

In module evaluation surveys, the focus is on the unit of learning that the
student is undertaking, rather than on individual teachers. In the United
Kingdom (UK), many higher education institutions evaluate the module
experience as a whole, with students having an option to leave comments
related to particular teachers. Merging teacher and unit evaluation blocks
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into a single instrument is a common practice in Northern America and
Australia. The teacher evaluation form asks questions about the teaching
behaviours of the instructor (for example, instructor enthusiasm for the
material, availability to students, classroom atmosphere and engagement)
and, in addition to the quality assurance, is used for the purpose of hiring,
tenure or promotion decisions (Gravestock & Gregor-Greenleaf, 2008).

Typical unit evaluation questions might include items on curriculum con-
tent, assessment and feedback, teaching delivery, course organisation and
learning resources. They are usually worded in a way that is broad enough
to apply to all modules.

Evaluating module level experience: perceptions of staff and students

The ability to standardise module evaluation surveys and gather large
amounts of comparable data quickly has led to their widespread use across
the sector and it is generally considered that findings from student surveys
represent important evidence for quality assurance and enhancement
(Spooren et al., 2013; Pastore et al., 2019). However, despite their ubiquity
among higher education institutions, scepticism towards institutionally-
derived module evaluation surveys has come from both academic staff and
from students (Huxham et al., 2008; Spooren et al., 2013; Chan et al., 2014;
Borch et al., 2020). Academic staff may view such instruments as superficial
or unhelpful (Edstr€om, 2008) and believe that the administration and analysis
of surveys are mainly driven by audit and control (Newton, 2000; Harvey,
2002; Borch et al., 2020). When evaluation of modules (units), alongside
teacher evaluations, moved from voluntary to mandatory in Australia, with
results linked to academic staff performance, it was perceived as an intrusion
of academic autonomy (Shah & Nair, 2012). Reliance on student happiness as
a measure of educational quality was also criticised (Shah & Nair, 2012).

Serious questions have been raised about bias in student feedback, such
as fairness to particular groups of staff who may attract more negative rat-
ings because of demographic characteristics, such as gender, ethnicity, or
the subject they have been assigned to teach (Uttl & Smibert, 2017; Mengel
et al., 2019; Esarey & Valdes, 2020; Radchenko, 2020). In addition to biases
detected in the numerical ratings, research also suggests that student and
instructor gender play roles in shaping open-ended evaluations of teaching,
especially in relation to describing the strength and weaknesses of academ-
ics (Taylor et al., 2021).

Meanwhile, from the perspective of students, it is argued that surveys
rarely provide a nuanced understanding of their concerns, issues and
acknowledgements (Harvey, 2003) and may sometimes lack face validity
(Spooren et al., 2013). For example, in a recent study by Borch et al. (2020),
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students reported that responding to standard module evaluation questions
was difficult because their module might be non-standard, or cover many
different teaching topics and activities. Academic staff in this Norwegian
research study also found the centrally derived surveys to be non-specific
and often unusable and therefore created their own questions or surveys. A
study by Huxham et al. (2008) directly compared closed-question surveys
with other methods for eliciting student feedback on the same modules.
They concluded that issues raised by students from open and free-form feed-
back methods (for example, focus groups) were much broader, with only
about a third of the issues being covered in the standard survey.

A recent study by Wiley (2019) also sought to establish students’ perspec-
tives on module evaluation surveys. It found that students recognised some
benefits of standardised module evaluation, such as consistency and being
able to compare performance across different modules. However, they ques-
tioned the ability of the instrument to adequately capture information spe-
cific to individual modules. The research also highlighted that students could
become disengaged with the process if the timing of the module evaluation
survey was not right; leading to reduced applicability of some of the ques-
tions. In summary, many studies have shown that both staff and students
see limitations in the design and procedure of module evaluation surveys.

Improving module evaluations

Given these critiques, a potential path to improvement is tailoring survey con-
tent to what students themselves consider to be most relevant to their learn-
ing (Tucker et al., 2003; Harvey, 2011; Spooren et al., 2013; Wiley, 2019).
Patton (2008) has also argued that evaluation should be judged by its utility
to its intended users, who should be engaged in the process throughout.
Arguably, this should establish an increased understanding of evaluation, a
sense of ownership and ultimately increase uptake. A need for partnerships
between students, teachers and institutions in approaching evaluation activ-
ities was also suggested by Stein et al. (2020). In Borch et al.’s (2020) study,
students believed that when staff demonstrated respect for their opinions by
engaging in a dialogue, they felt increased motivation to provide module
feedback. This can be a way to make surveys more learner-orientated and use-
ful as pedagogical tools (Borch et al., 2020). Students are also more likely to
participate in evaluation surveys if they feel that their feedback will make a
meaningful contribution and are assured that the lecturer is listening (Porter,
2004; Coates, 2005; Winchester & Winchester, 2012). Furthermore, Spooren
and Christiaens (2017) showed that the students who strongly valued the
evaluation process gave more positive ratings of their teaching. The tailoring
of surveys for specific modules can accommodate these nuanced discourses.
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A further benefit of gathering information on module evaluation items
that appear relevant and important to students is the identification of clus-
ters of students who share the same priorities. As Culver et al. (2021)
emphasised, students’ perceptions of teaching are the product of their indi-
vidual characteristics and the teaching and learning environment. Such clus-
ters might coalesce around different approaches to learning, levels of study,
academic disciplines, or demographic factors, such as gender, age, educa-
tional, or socio-economic background. In addition, survey items considered
important by students may illuminate their more general views on what con-
stitutes quality and value for money in higher education (Lagrosen et al.,
2004; Jungblut et al., 2015). By learning about student priorities and aligning
them with learner characteristics, there is potential for educators to find out
more about the profile of their cohort and address the needs of particular
types of learners.

Aims of the research

The overarching aim of the research was to bring the student voice into the
process of module evaluation and to understand the similarities and differen-
ces in priorities of different demographic groups. Specifically, the project
aimed to:

� generate a list of questions that reflected student priorities in module
level experience and translate it into a bank of questions that module
leaders could use to customise their evaluations.

� categorise different patterns of thought about module level experience
among students to identify clusters of students who share similar con-
cerns and opinions.

Methodology

The study took place in a single UK higher education institution. The project
was designed and implemented using the Q Methodology, which combines
the strengths of both qualitative and quantitative research traditions (Brown,
1996). It is considered particularly suitable for researching the diversity of
subjective experiences, perspectives and beliefs. The methodology comprises
three main stages. Stage one involves developing a set of statements to be
sorted—a concourse. Stage two requires participants to sort the statements
along a continuum of preference. In stage three, the outputs (sorts gener-
ated) are analysed and interpreted (Brown, 1993). The identification of broad
categories of belief is based on correlation and factor analysis of the ranked
statements, with interpretation supported by participant commentaries pro-
vided during or after the sorting exercise.
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In Q methodology, the factors emerge from participants’ sorting activity
rather than being arrived at through the researcher’s analysis and classifica-
tion of themes as in other qualitative methods. For this reason, ‘the analy-
sis … may incorporate less researcher bias than other interpretive
techniques’ (Cordingley et al., 1997, p. 41).

Mapped on the Q Methodology stages, the project involved three phases.

Phase 1: gathering opinion statements

Student priorities in module experience were explored via four focus groups
attended by twenty-nine students from across the university. To ensure that
perspectives of the whole student body are represented, students from all
levels of study and all subject areas were invited to take part in the discus-
sions. The demographic profile of participants in Phase 1 was the following:
there were 15 female and 14 male students comprising 21 undergraduate
(all three levels of study) and nine post-graduate students. Various disciplin-
ary areas were represented, including engineering, mathematics, English,
chemistry, sports science, human resource management, computer science
and psychology among others. Six students were international and 23 home.
The focus groups were campus-based and had a mix of participants repre-
senting different levels of study and subject areas specific to a campus loca-
tion. Based on the four discussions, 60 statements were generated as a pool
of questions for the student question bank.

Phase 2: sorting opinion statements

Thirty students, recruited separately following the same criteria (see Table 1
for the full demographic profile of this group), were asked to sort the state-
ments on a continuum of ‘most important question for me’ to ‘least import-
ant question for me’, using sort cards and an answer sheet. The answer
sheet forces the Q-sorts into the shape of a normal distribution (Figure 1),
allowing fewer statements to be placed at either end and more placed in
the middle (neutral) zone of the scale (Brown, 2004).

The sorting activity was followed by interviews where participants
explained why they sorted the statements as they did, focusing on the sig-
nificance of particularly important items. The interviews were recorded and
transcribed to be utilised later in the identification of factors.

Phase 3: data analysis

Each completed sort was entered and analysed using a dedicated software
package: PQ Method Version 2.35.27 (Schmolk, 2014). The software correlates
each Q sort with other Q sorts to identify factors that can represent shared
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forms of understanding among participants. The procedure includes principal
component analysis, determination of the number of factors, varimax rota-
tion and classification of respondents by the number of load factors. A factor
is the weighted average Q-sort of a group of respondents that responded
similarly. Although no research participant may be a perfect representative
of a factor, typically each student is more similar to one factor than the rest.
A table of all factors and the ranking assigned to each statement in each fac-
tor serves as a basis for factor interpretation.

From a methodological standpoint, Q provides a robust method to investi-
gate subjectivity (for example, attitudes, viewpoints and perspectives) and to
reveal consensus and disagreement among responders. As Brown (2019, p.
568) emphasised, ‘it is important to point out that the a priori structuring of
Q samples is not for testing, that is, unlike the case in rating scales, no effort
is made to prove, for example, that a statement unequivocally belongs in
category’. As participants are forced to rank-order the statements into one
single continuum based on instruction, the continuum resembles a normal
bell-shaped distribution with more statements in the middle than in the tails
of the continuum. The sorted statement sets are then factor analysed case-
wise (as opposed to the standard item-wise factoring), to generate clusters
of similar perspectives (Spurgeon et al., 2012). The approach is more engag-
ing for participants and more natural than assigning abstract scores using
questionnaires with Likert scales (Klooster et al., 2008). As the main aim is to
access the diversity of point-of-view, clusters of subjectivity, the use of

Figure 1. Q sort sheet.
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interval scale statistical analysis on what is essentially ordinal data, can
be justified.

The first two phases of the project were facilitated by student researchers
and supervised by the project leaders. Students were trained in focus group
facilitation and Q-Methodology sorting to enable open, power-free, cross-
level and cross-disciplinary discussion about module experiences. University
Research Ethics Approval was granted to both phases of the project.

Results

Student-generated questions

Sixty student-generated statements, reflecting their needs and priorities in
module experience, were grouped into four main categories: teaching deliv-
ery, organisation and communication, learning environment and student
support and well-being (Zaitseva & Law, 2020a).

Teaching delivery questions included teaching being tailored to their level
of study, the pace of delivery, logical progression of content and suitability
of the material for all students on multi-programme modules. Students also
highlighted the importance of understanding how the module content was
relevant for their future. Lecturers’ enthusiasm and ability to motivate and
inspire students were reflected in multiple questions. Lecturers providing
opportunities after lectures for students to finish writing up notes, ask ques-
tions, or informally discuss content were valued by many. Usability of
PowerPoint slides for revision, availability of lecture recordings and use of
interactive elements during the lecture were also emphasised.

Organisation and communication questions related to clear and detailed
module information, including consistency of communication and advice
from staff. Teaching and learning materials being up-to-date and easy to find
in the virtual learning environment was another prominent theme, as well as
the organisation of practical sessions and the ability to access subject-specific
software. Sufficient contact time and interaction with academic staff outside
taught sessions were also perceived as important.

Learning environment questions included statements on adequate breaks,
suitability of group size for specific activities, availability of space in the labo-
ratories, the impact of disruptions (for example, late arrivals or building
noise), appropriate length of lectures and teachers being able to control
the audience.

Student support and well-being questions reflected the importance of
being supported and respected as an individual. Questions in this category
focused on lecturers being approachable and on academics’ ability to con-
nect with students and value their opinions. Students also emphasised the
importance of knowledgeable, supportive and accessible project supervisors.
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The list of questions generated by students reflected the varied priorities
of a diverse cohort. While overarching categories aligned with those in
standard questionnaires, specific questions were augmented by their daily
experiences of teaching and learning, being indicative of both their appreci-
ation of good practice and desire to address unresolved problems.

Factor extraction and interpretation

The eigenvalue is an indicator of a factor’s statistical strength and explana-
tory power. Usually, eigenvalues of <1.00 are taken as a cut-off point for the
extraction and retention of factors. The larger the eigenvalues, the more vari-
ance is explained by the factor (Kline, 1994). Eight factors with eigenvalues
above 1.00 were extracted but when all factor retention criteria were consid-
ered (Brown, 1980, p. 223), only three factors were retained. The eigenvalues
were 4.3, 2.7 and 2.4, respectively (Zaitseva & Law, 2020b). Twenty-five par-
ticipants’ responses determined the three factors: eleven participants were
loaded on Factor 1, six on Factor 2 and eight on Factor 3 (Table 1).

Factor interpretation requires the integration of the quantitative data pro-
vided by the factor arrays and relative rankings tables, demographic data
and the qualitative data collected by the interviews. Each factor is usually
given a descriptive title to characterise the group identified.

Factor 1: structured and guided module experience
The factor’s eigenvalue is 4.3, it explains 14% of the study variance. Eleven
students significantly associated with this factor were predominantly first
and second years, representing a mix of subject areas, including humanities
and social sciences, science, and engineering and technology. There was an
almost equal proportion of male and female students (six and five, respect-
ively) and being first/not first in the family to attend university (five and six,
respectively) in this group. Twenty-two distinguishing statements were repre-
sentative of this factor (significance at p< 0.01), as summarised below.

Students, representing this group, value structured module content and
well-defined and guided learning experience (Everything I needed for exam
and/or coursework was covered in this module) ranked (þ6). This value is a
ranking of the item within the factor array, which is generated by means of
a weighted average of the Q-sorts, called a z-score, that load significantly
onto a given factor (Mullen et al., 2022). The higher the value, the more
strongly and positively participants feel about the statement. Students in this
group also value clear instruction for lab and practice-based sessions (þ6).
While these students appreciate it when a module can spark their curiosity
(The module helped me to develop interest for the subject area (þ5)), they
tend to rely on resources or guidance provided (There was enough material
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present on the slides for later revision (þ4)). The approachability of staff and
provision of support is appreciated by the group (I could approach my lec-
turer and ask for help if I didn’t understand something (þ5)). These students
are also concerned with the fairness of assessment and marking teamwork:
(þ3) and (þ4), respectively.

Students loaded on Factor 1 did not prioritise assessment flexibility (for
example, being able to choose from a range of assessments (–3)); lecturers
being open to discussion after class was also less valued (–2). Lecture record-
ings or Powerpoint slides being released in advance were rated relatively
low (–4). In summary, the group associated with Factor 1 is representative of
a student who generally tends to be in the early stages of their university
journey; they value a well-structured and supportive learning environment
and demonstrate assessment-related anxiety.

Factor 2: maximising learning experience
The Factor’s eigenvalue is 2.7, with 9% of the study variance explained and
26 distinguishing statements loaded on it. Six students associated with this
factor were predominantly final-year undergraduates, representing human-
ities and social sciences, health and business. Similar to Factor 1, there was
an almost equal proportion of male and female students and being first/not
first in the family to attend university in this group.

Factor 2 students value interaction with staff (Lecturer(s) made appropriate
time available for questions (þ6); Lecturer(s) are open to discussion in class (þ4))
and clear communication (þ3). They appreciate engaging delivery (þ5) and
the ability to choose from a range of assessments (þ2). Having access to slides
before the lecture and to recordings afterwards (þ6) and having all necessary
resources provided on the VLE (þ5) is important for this group of students.

These students are not particularly concerned about unequal workload in
group work (–4) and fairness of assessment (–3); they rated the ability of the
lecturer to motivate students and an appropriate amount of contact time
relatively low ((–5) and (–3), respectively). The organisation of practical ses-
sions was also of limited concern for this group but this might be related to
the nature of the subjects. It appears that students associated with Factor 2
are motivated and confident learners, often at the final stage of their univer-
sity journey, who demonstrate cognitive effort and a strategic approach to
their studies. They are keen to maximise the learning experience, appreciate
the opportunity to shape their own assessment choices and interact with
staff, as well as valuing the availability of information and resources.

Factor 3: settling into a culture of research and scholarship
The Factor’s eigenvalue is 2.4, with 8% of the study variance explained and
23 distinguishing statements loaded. Eight students are associated with this
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factor: they are mainly final-year undergraduates and post-graduate taught
students, with a few second-year students, representing engineering and
technology, science and health. Five of them are females and three males,
with an equal split for family education background (four students are the
first in the family to attend university and four are not).

This group is concerned with the successful completion of the disserta-
tion, research, or final year project. They want their supervisor to be an
expert in the subject area (þ5) and their queries to be answered promptly
(þ6). The importance of research-led teaching is also reflected in their priori-
tisation of the lecture content including current and up-to-date
research (þ4).

While this group spans various levels of study, they display common
trends related to students loaded in Factor 1: (The lectures were tailored well
for my level of study (þ5); The module content had a logical progression (þ4))
and also looking ahead to post-university life (I can see the relevance of this
module to my future (þ5)).

Other indicators included a need for lecture recording: (I believe I would
benefit from recordings of the lectures (þ6); I found recordings of the lectures
useful (þ3)). They also put more emphasis than the other two groups on the
importance of being respected by their lecturers as an individual (þ3), how-
ever, in seeming contradiction, provided a low rating of importance for:
Student opinions are valued and engaged with (–5). Students loaded on this
factor were also less concerned about lectures being dynamic (–6) and that
marking criteria were applied fairly by all markers (–5).

Reflecting on the differences in students’ priorities and implications
for quality assurance

Exploring students’ module-level experience in a student-led environment
and eliciting their priorities demonstrated a nuanced picture linked to stu-
dent characteristics. The findings and their implications for quality assurance
and enhancement in higher education are discussed below.

Three distinctive perspectives and implications for learner development

The findings illustrate at least three distinctive perspectives on module
level experience.

Empirically derived observations confirmed that level of study and there-
fore students’ maturity was a noticeable factor for these groups. There are
also some discipline influences (for example, Factor 2 was represented
mainly by humanities and social sciences students and there was some asso-
ciation with science and engineering subjects in Factor 3). Gender did not
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have an empirical association with any of the factors and neither did being
the first generation to go to the university.

Factor 1 students relied on a provision of a highly structured environment,
required support and guidance and seemed to show signs of extrinsic
motivation. Some were recent school leavers and so may have been used to
more structured teaching and learning while still transitioning to independent
learning. Their priorities may indicate a more strategic, assessment-
oriented approach to learning (Biggs, 1988), as opposed to deep learning in
which students strive to grasp the full meaning of the material. Ramsden
(1988) argued that the student approach to learning is both personal and situ-
ational; it is not a pure individual characteristic but rather a response to the
teaching environment. Biggs (1999) also noted that approaches to learning can
be modified by the teaching and learning context and by learners themselves.
Therefore, the priorities of these students could indicate a need to provide a
teaching environment that will nurture and facilitate a deeper engagement
with their studies from the very beginning of their university journey.

According to Malone and Lepper (1987), there are four basic factors for a
higher level of intrinsic motivation in learning: challenge, curiosity, control
and fantasy (encompassing the emotions and the thinking processes of the
learner). These would seem to be important for Factor 1 students to develop,
although a counterpoint to this view is given by Haggis (2003, p. 102).
Haggis goes on to a broader critique that challenges the assumption that
deep approaches ought to be fostered in higher education and suggests
that this may reflect the ‘elite’ goals and values of academics (‘gatekeepers’)
themselves but has little relevance to the majority of students in a mass
higher education context.

Approaches to learning develop over time and there are indications in our
data of the students growing in maturity during the course of their degree
programmes. Factor 2 students are mainly in their final year of study and
becoming more motivated and engaged with their work. They demonstrate
intrinsically driven behaviours in their priorities and a desire to capitalise on
their strengths. Factor 3 students meanwhile appear to be venturing into a
research journey, with some needing more support and reassurance from
their supervisors. They valued research-informed teaching and showed signs
of settling into a culture of scholarship. This cluster of students was domi-
nated by science and engineering disciplines, which may explain some of
their ratings. For example, although they wanted to be respected by lec-
turers, they did not think it important that ‘student opinions are valued and
engaged with’. The interviews were indicative of the perceived objectivity of
scientific knowledge. The low concern about markers applying the criteria
fairly was due to many assessments being mathematical or statistical with
less room for varied interpretations from markers.
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Implications for quality assurance and enhancement: developing a
partnership approach

Quality in higher education can be conceptualised as exception, perfection,
fitness-for-purpose, value-for-money, or transformation (Harvey & Green,
1993). Factor 1 students gave a high ranking to items that were focussed on
the mechanics of running the module and its organisation, which could
show that they subscribed to the notion of quality as perfection in meeting
their needs, the absence of ambiguity and consistency in getting everything
right first time (Harvey & Green, 1993). Meanwhile, Factor 2 students were
more focussed on the extra value they could gain from the module and
opportunities to maximise their learning, as shown in items, such as
‘lecturers made appropriate time available for questions’. Possibly, this group
of students is more focussed on the transformative power of education and
would regard a module that facilitated this as being of high quality.
Similarly, Factor 3 students gave a high rating to ‘I can see the relevance of
this module to my future’ which might imply a certain level of uncertainty in
relation to complex research topics and students questioning ‘why am I
doing this?’, thus emphasising fitness-for-purpose. Echoing Jungblut (2015),
the findings show that there is heterogeneity in what students value in their
higher education experience at a particular stage of their university journey.

The project findings demonstrated that ‘recasting student evaluations of
teaching within a narrative of ‘partnership’ (Stein et al., 2020, p. 13) is para-
mount for quality assurance in a higher education context. Isaeva et al.
(2020) also recommended that quality assurance should be built as a part-
nership with students, something that can be facilitated by the approach
described here. Student engagement in the process of devising questions is
beneficial for both students and staff, as the former is being given an
authentic opportunity to provide their feedback and for the latter, the results
of the evaluation should lead to increased awareness and insights about stu-
dent learning approaches and processes (Borch et al., 2020). For example,
high ratings of group assessment being unfair might be indicative of a
noticeable proportion of Factor 1 students in the cohort. This suggests the
need for developing more functional learning approaches and self-regula-
tory skills.

Making sure that everyday experiences and concerns of students, whatever
stage of their learning journey they are in, are reflected in the evaluation
questions, will make their feedback more informative, reliable and usable for
quality assurance and enhancement purposes. Starting from ‘evaluative dia-
logue’ (discussion with course representatives) would be one way for module
leaders to gain insight into potential student priorities for the module, which
could then be tested with the wider student body in the survey. As the next
step, the methodology could be used by practitioners as a ‘research-informed’
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way of enhancing communication with students and understanding
their needs.

Concluding notes

Since the Student Question Bank has been introduced into the module
evaluation in 2020, with a recommendation to add at least one student-
devised question to the main module questionnaire, the number of module
leaders who use the questions grows each semester. Anecdotal evidence
suggests that this also prompted staff to talk to students and write add-
itional bespoke questions, gradually making it an integral and essential part
of the quality enhancement process, rooted in partnership.
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