The following material was given to School reps after the 2008/09 NSS came out, along with the University’s overall NSS results and the results broken down for their School and, the NUS booklets ‘National Student Survey 2008/09 Guide’ and  ‘National Student Survey Case Studies’.

Dear School Reps,

You'll probably by now already know that overall Edinburgh is the worst University in the UK for giving feedback on work.  However, you won't have yet seen results broken down on departmental level - these are included in this pack.  You may find as a school rep, you get results for two or more departments as this is how they are broken down for comparison purposes.

Your role in improving National Student Survey results for your school, and with it the student experience, is absolutely vital.  It's clear that the University administration takes Edinburgh's poor results very seriously, and are prepared to take decisive action to make things better.  But it's not yet clear to what extent schools take the poor results seriously.  As a School Rep, it's vital that you use the results to engage constructively with your school and its departments.  Your school may already have an action plan to improve feedback, and you should ask for a copy of this, but if they don't, you need to make sure they do have a plan.  As members of a school, you are the best advocates for change within it - you have the credibility of having experienced how things are on the ground.

If you feel that your school is developing good practice, then let myself and other school reps know - your school's good practice may be a model for elsewhere - but if things aren't improving fast enough, then we also need to know.  Use the school rep catch-up sessions before SRC, phone me, email me or visit me in the Potterrow Office, and we'll see how we can bring improvements back on track.

It's crucial we crack poor feedback - it's damaging the Edinburgh University experience, and it's also impacting on league tables.  This has the potential of causing long-lasting reputational damage which may reduce our employability, and is a downward spiral we don't want to let continue.  Working together and with the University we can bring about the changes needed to truly overhaul feedback.

All the best, 

Guy

EUSA Briefing

The National Student Survey & Feedback

Introduction

The National Student Survey (NSS) is an annual survey of the academic experience of final year undergraduate students in UK Universities and Colleges. The survey is run by the independent market research agency Ipsos-Mori, and is designed to be as comprehensive, reliable and robust a guide to student opinion as possible. 

Students are asked to assess their institution on the following aspects of their educational experience:

· Quality of Teaching

· Assessment and Feedback

· Academic Support

· Organisation and Management

· Learning Resources

· Personal Development

· Overall Satisfaction

The results allow students to see where their institution is being successful and where it is failing them. Only once a department has received a response rate of over 50%, are the results for that department made publicly available (on the website: www.unistats.com). A full breakdown of the institutions’ NSS results is made available to the individual universities and their Students’ Unions. This includes a statistical break down of the results, as well as qualitative comments from individual students.

Since the survey began, Student Unions have been able to use the results to argue for positive change within their institutions. This is an invaluable tool for Students’ Unions in identifying where they need to push for change and target their efforts and resources.

The NSS 2008 was completed by approximately 64% of eligible students in the UK. 65% of Edinburgh students took part, meaning that the results are a good measure of student views and their attitudes towards their experiences while at Edinburgh. 

How did Edinburgh Do?

In 2008, the overall satisfaction rating of Edinburgh University was good, with 82% viewing their time here positively. However, the survey also showed one area of particular University wide concern:

· Edinburgh ranked as the worst University in the UK on Assessment and Feedback. 

· Only 45% of Students in the University rated Edinburgh’s Assessment and Feedback as good, compared to an average of 65% for the University sector.

· In particular: 

· only 31% of Edinburgh students agreed that they received prompt feedback

· Only 34% had received detailed comments on their course work

· Only 33% said that the feedback they did receive had helped them to clarify the things that they had not understood.

The University has scored badly on feedback in the National Student Survey for the three years that it has taken part in the survey.

SRC Policy on Feedback and the NSS

SRC approved the following Feedback Priorities, as proposed by the Teaching & Learning Committee, on the 29th November 2005: 

• 
 Standardised feedback forms should be used with clearly explained criteria allowing the marker to give easy feedback with individual written feedback which isn’t covered in the set criteria

• 
As well as pointing out the strengths and weaknesses, the feedback should provide constructive Feedback which is legible

• 
Feedback should be provided as speedily as possible, and definitely before the next piece of work is due

• 
Students should have the opportunity to receive group or individual feedback with tutor

SRC passed the following motion in favour of Release of Exam Scripts on the 18th October 2005:

SRC Notes:

1. For the first time the University is now prepared to pilot the release of exam scripts.

SRC Believes:

1. Students should have a two day period in which they can look over their exam scripts.

2. The University should advertise when and where exam scripts can be accessed to the students to make the most of accessing these scripts, the University should provide constructive feedback, whether these are on a one-to-one basis, tutorial or lecture session.

3. Being able to access exam scripts would help students’ academic development, but the release of exam scripts should not be used to question the mark given in an examination.

SRC Resolves:

1. To mandate the VPAA and College and School Reps to represent these views to the University.

SRC passed a motion urging the University to join the NSS on the 29th November 2005 (www.eusa.ed.ac.uk/minutes/src/29112005.pdf), on the basis that “it is vital for prospective students to be able to make real comparisons of data between all UK institutions” and that “the data can be used by sabbatical officers and other student reps to demand positive changes” within the University, as well as ensuring accountability for the use of public money.

EUSA has developed a constructive relationship with the University in relation to the NSS, and plays a full part with the University in promoting the NSS to students each year. In addition, EUSA has had a significant role in pushing for changes within the institution, as a result of the NSS results, particularly in relation to assessment and feedback in recent years.

Current Situation

What has EUSA done?

EUSA and the Centre for Teaching, Learning and Assessment (TLA) jointly organised and hosted a Feedback Event in March 2007. This took the form of a workshop where staff and students discussed ways of improving feedback. Very positive feedback was received about this event, and then-VPAA Ross Neilson sent a follow-up letter to all staff who had attended, to remind them of the ideas which were developed during the event.

Then-VPAA Ross Nielson led an Exam Factor campaign in 2007, using postcards which students filled in to ask their Course Organisers for better exam feedback.

Then-VPAA Anna Davidson set up the justanumber.org website in 2008. This gathered students’ opinion on the feedback they receive (both good and bad). Results were collected and emailed to School Reps so that they could use them when discussing feedback with their Head of School, in School Councils and in School committee meetings. School reps have also been encouraged to contact class reps to raise the issue in SSLCs.

Of those who responded through the website, some students agreed to become ‘Feedback Contacts’ to liaise with class reps, the subject-area and VPAA as to what improvements are actually happening ‘on the ground’.

VPAA Guy Bromley gave a presentation on feedback to a special University Senatus meeting focused on feedback, and has been involved in the recruitment of a new University Vice-Principle with responsibility for improvements in this area (see below). EUSA continues to push for positive change to improve Edinburgh’s Assessment and Feedback. EUSA is currently planning the promotion of the 2009 NSS.

What is the University doing?

At the University level, the results of the NSS, and particularly the University’s poor performance in relation to feedback, are being taken very seriously and the University is determined to take action. In 2008, this included a session led by the Principle to members of the University Academic Policy Committee (APC) on the need to make marked improvements in this area. Individual Schools were encouraged to introduce new initiatives to improve feedback. In HSS, Schools were asked to provide a report of improvements made to feedback during 2007-8. A full report can be found at:

http://www.cugsc.hss.ed.ac.uk/docs/open/4B_HSS_UGSC_Assessment_and_Feedback_(2).doc
This also includes the progress Schools are making in giving students feedback on examination scripts. The University made a commitment to providing feedback on exams, and the paper detailing this commitment can be found at:

http://www.aaps.ed.ac.uk/committees/APC/Meetings/2005-06/20060201/Minutes.pdf
	3.1 
	Feedback to students on level 7 and 8 examination performance 

APC endorsed CPSG’s proposals that: 

1 a) as a minimum, Schools should introduce collective feedback on examination performance and technique to appropriate groups of students; 

2 b) thereafter Schools should consider how best to deliver the opportunity for at least all first year students to see their first examination script in order to improve their examination technique. 




As a result of these initiatives, most Schools within the University formulated plans to address this issue in 2007/8. They have also had to formulate plans for 2008/9 and report on their progress. 

In response to the results of the 2008 NSS, the University has formulated a ‘dramatic response’ on this issue which involves the appointment of a University Vice-Principle for Knowledge Enhancement, with specific responsibility for making improvements in Assessment and Feedback. University representatives have also spoken to the SRC (21/10/08) and to the EUSA AGM (12/11/08). Each School has had to give a report on their feedback, and present examples of good feedback in their area, to the University Senatus on the 22nd October, 2008. The Senatus also invited the VPAA to give a presentation on feedback to this session. A Senatus discussion feedback wiki was created on ‘Fast, Effective Student Feedback, where the presentations at this session are available:

https://www.wiki.ed.ac.uk/display/senate/Fast+Effective+Student+Feedback
In addition, there is now a dedicated feedback channel on MyEd. Events were also held in the Colleges of Humanities and Social Sciences and Science and Engineering in 2008 to discuss feedback issues specific to each College.

Suggestions for Future Action

How can reps use the NSS?

The NSS results are an invaluable resource for Reps. All School reps should receive the results for their School near the start of the Academic Year. Reps can obtain their results from EUSA if they have not already received them. Reps can then see how their School has done in particular areas and target actions appropriately:

· Identifying where there are positive things that should be applauded and encouraged – it is as important to recognise where the University is successful as where it is failing. If there is ‘best practice’ that should be shared, EUSA can use this to push for change elsewhere within the University.

· Identify areas where there are failings within Schools. Obviously, University-wide there is a concern with feedback – and if this is a problem in particular Schools, reps can think about ways to address this. However, it may be that this isn’t an issue in a specific School but there is another area where action is needed. If this is the case, activities can be planned accordingly. 

· One of the easiest ways that reps can address this issue is to get a copy of their School’s plan on feedback and see if it is being followed. What has the School done to address this issue? Reps might also have ideas about whether this plan adequately addresses the issue and what else needs to be done. 

· Use the data to help make a case for change: if this is needed (either through being briefed, research, putting together a paper, or anything else) reps should contact the EUSA office.

· Reps should keep the VPAA and EUSA staff rep support (Lynn Allan and Craig Stewart) informed of what is happening and what they are doing in their School. It is important for EUSA to get feedback on what is happening in different areas of the University so that adequate support can be provided for reps where needed.

· Seeing how other Student Unions have used the NSS. The NUS National Student Survey Case Studies may give some ideas about how the results have been used in other institutions:

http://www.officeronline.co.uk/library/nationalstudentsurvey/casestudies/273789.aspx
Reps should think about what is most appropriate in their School: is it better to make representations to the School to argue for specific changes, using the NSS to back up arguments? Is more needed? Please consult with the VPAA if you have an idea for how you can use the NSS, or if you want to take action based on issues you identify from the individual Schools’ results.

What kind of issues may come up when dealing with the University?

While action is being taken at University level, there is concern that the issue is being taken less seriously in particular areas of the University. This is an issue that needs to be monitored at every level of the University. While it is positive that there is commitment at the top level of the University, the most important thing is that these commitments become a reality at course level. School reps and class reps are essential in assessing if enough is being done in individual Schools and continuing to make the case for positive change. 

When discussing the NSS results with Schools, there are some perennial responses which Reps may have to deal with. If these issues come up, do let us know.

· Reliability of the Survey: some academics have questioned whether the NSS is a reliable guide to student opinion. The answer to this is an unqualified ‘yes’.

The NSS is conducted by the reputable and independent market research organisation Ipsos-Mori, and is designed to be as robust and reliable as possible. The high national response rate, and the high Edinburgh response rate, means that the results can be taken as reliable guides to what students actually think. 

Further, the NSS sets high thresholds before results are published, so that if results for a department are published, this means that 50% of students within that department have taken part in the NSS. This is a higher threshold than many other surveys which are regarded as robust and reliable.

· “We have already taken action in this area, but the results haven’t fed through yet”;” we are conducting pilot studies in one particular year and need to wait to see the results”.

While it may be true that the School has taken action, reps don’t need to/shouldn’t wait till the next NSS to see if that action was successful. Reps should be able to gauge whether students are seeing improvement ‘on the ground’ and constructively engage with the School if they think that more needs to be done.

It is not the case that Schools need to conduct pilot studies (for example, on first years) to find out if it is a good idea to improve student feedback – it is. If the NSS results in a specific School, or in a particular department, show a need for action, there is no case for delaying that action when it is obvious what needs to be done. Feedback is essential to effective learning and if there are problems, these need to be addressed as soon as possible.

Useful Contacts

Guy Bromley (VPAA): vpaa@eusa.ed.ac.uk
Robert Jenkin (Teaching and Learning Convener): tandl@eusa.ed.ac.uk
Mark Wild (Research and Welfare Co-ordinator): mark.wild@eusa.ed.ac.uk

Craig Stewart (Academic Adviser): craig.stewart@eusa.ed.ac.uk

