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Student Satisfaction, Good Teaching and Regional Universities in Australia

 By  Lucy Cameron
Recent work on scores from the national Course Experience Questionnaire (CEQ) demonstrated a strong and significant relationship between agreement on the ‘Good Teaching’ scale and university size, and a small relationship between university size and agreement with ‘Overall Satisfaction’ (Long and Hillman 2000). It seems as though the smaller the number of graduates surveyed in an institution, the higher the mean score for Good Teaching and Overall Satisfaction. 

Although there are reservations about the overall validity and methodology of the current Course Experience Questionnaire, these results raise some questions about the possible cause of the differences, and the implications of the difference in scores based on university size. 

Why do Smaller Universities Score Higher for Good Teaching and Overall Satisfaction on the CEQ?

Many of the smaller institutions in Australia are also the newer institutions, created after 1987 when the Federal Government abolished the binary higher education and converted teaching colleges and colleges of advanced education into universities, or merged colleges with existing universities. These reforms were accompanied by the introduction the Relative Funding Model (Assessment of Relative Funding 1990). The Relative Funding Model provided funds based on two factors - student load and research achievement. Prior to 1987 research funds were allocated to the universities only – teaching institutions were funded for teaching activities. When the sectors merged new institutions were given the opportunity to apply and compete for research funding.  The research funding model however was skewed towards institutions and individuals who already had a strong research record, and thus the majority of research funding remained with older metropolitan based universities. Resources that went into teaching however remained steady and non-competitive as part of the overall operating grant determined on disciplines taught and overall student load. 

The fact that research funding became competitive while money for teaching and providing undergraduate courses remained uncompetitive may have facilitated a shift in focus away from teaching and towards research in institutions with high student demand (Anderson et. al. 1996). Institutions with high student demand are typically older and more established metropolitan universities known for their “prestige” and their research reputation. The value of teaching quality, as opposed to research outcomes, only appears to be of concern if the institution is not meeting student load targets and in danger of having student load targets reduced.  Institutions with high student demand – especially in courses with high entry scores such as medicine, engineering, dentistry, and law – may not benefit financially from offering greater student services or teaching quality. In fact there are some who have the view that the more the difficult a course is to complete, and the higher fail rate in the first two years, the greater quality of graduates. A ‘sink or swim’ or ‘survival of the fittest’ philosophy that shifts the onus from the institution to teach, onto the students to learn no matter what the conditions of learning are like. 

Incentives for good teaching and overall satisfaction in institutions with high student demand may have only come about with the introduction of full-fee paying places for students in postgraduate coursework degrees, international students and domestic students in some undergraduate courses. The introduction of full fees has created a competitive market for extra funds provided by fee paying students – students which know that they personally pay large sums of money to institutions and expect to have favourable learning conditions. The introduction of full-feepaying students  have led to recent accusations of deferential academic standards, and preferential resourcing of teaching (Kayrooz et.al. 2001). 

Student demand in the smaller, newer institutions however is often much lower in many courses, and institutions have to work hard to not only meet their student load targets, but retain students. Smaller institutions that rely heavily on undergraduate operating load and have less opportunity to gain revenue from other sources have had to develop a number of strategies to attract new students and stem attrition. These have included developing niche markets and unique course offerings, developing distance education, putting more resources per student into student services, and encouraging schools and academics to retain students by careful monitoring and the introduction of new and innovative teaching methods. Many of these institutions have a strong teaching record as past teaching colleges or colleges of advanced education. Under the Relative Funding Formula the only rewards for good teaching and overall student satisfaction are in the maintenance of operating funding through steady or increasing student demand. Increasing student numbers then becomes the principle measure of achievement and for many institutions the only way to obtain any significant increase in funds is to increase the number of students. (Anderson et. al. 1996)

Maintaining student demand in regional universities
Several national and global factors have meant that universities operating in regional areas of Australia are being placed under increasing competitive pressure to attract limited domestic students. The high “Good Teaching” and “Overall Satisfaction” scores that smaller universities have been achieving  in the CEQ may be a result of the pressures smaller universities feel to service students as a result of a shrinking undergraduate population in regional areas, and a higher emphasis now placed on ‘prestige’ in attracting commencing students. 

Australian demographics have shifted in the last two decades – aging and segregating into areas of working people (larger cities) and areas of retiring people (coastal areas – particularly in South-East Queensland). As the ‘baby boomers’ retire and move to coastal areas, much of the working population has centralised to the larger cities. In 1993 the fastest growing Statistical Subdivision was Tweed Heads in Northern NSW – which grew by 3.5%. Most of this growth was in persons aged 65 years and over (ABS 1993) – traditionally not the population most likely to enrol in higher education. 

“The growth rate of this group increases rapidly in the early years of the projection, peaking in 2012 at just over 45, when the large cohort born in 1947, part of the post World War II ‘baby boom’, turns 65. Growth continues at about 3% each year for the following 15 years as successive cohorts of the age group move into the age group.”  

– ABS 2000
The traditional undergraduate market however continues to decline nationwide. In 1993 the cohort of 20-24y.o’s made up 4.01% of the population in 1993, but just 3.65% of the population in 2000. (ABS 2000). 

This has meant that universities operating in regional areas of Australia that depend heavily on government funds received for providing undergraduate qualifications have been the first to feel a drop in student demand, and the pressure of maintaining existing student numbers to maintain funding. These universities have also been at the forefront of actively shifting in student demographics away from the traditional feeder groups of the 17-22 year olds entering bachelor degrees, towards the mature aged distance learners. 

Changes in the working population may be contributing to a drop in internal student numbers in regional areas. Both partners in relationships are now likely to be working. The pressures of dual careers may mean that students are increasingly looking towards studying and working part-time and seek courses they can study externally or courses which allow for industry based experience on or near campus. Regional universities have sometimes found it difficult to place students and graduates in professions in the local area. 

The increased cost of education, and the reduced government support for students in full-time study may also mean that students are more likely to want to subsidise their studies with work. This may have also facilitated a shift in undergraduates to city centres where part-time work is easier to find, and professional part-time work more likely. 

Globalisation of the higher education market through the recent availability of on-line education has meant that factors such as “prestige” of the institution may now carry far greater weight in terms of attracting students in certain disciplines, than the teaching quality of the course a graduate has completed. This may influence a student’s decision to enrol in a particular course over and above the course’s or the institution’s reputation for ‘good teaching’. Indeed it has been exceedingly difficult for students as higher education customers to evaluate an institution’s teaching credentials as there has been limited advertising to students as higher education. 

A study of factors influencing the choices of prospective undergraduate students by James et. al (1999) showed that by far the dominant factor in prospective students’ decision-making was field of study preference, and depending on what that field of study preference is – other varying factors were considered important in the choice of institution and course. For instance Business/Administration/Economics applicants focussed more on graduate employment statistics, institutional image and prestige, Science applicants are influenced by the research reputation and prestige of the institution while Arts, Health and Education applicants appear to be less influenced by overall institutional characteristics. “Good Teaching” and “Overall Graduate Satisfaction” were not listed as factors influencing prospective undergraduate choices. For regional universities ‘atmosphere on campus’, ‘fitting in well’, and ‘availability of accommodation’ were seen the strongest considerations in attending a particular institution. The study states however that applicants report generally low levels of knowledge of specific characteristics of courses and universities. 

Industry placement and anecdotal word-of-mouth advertising has undoubtedly enhanced the teaching reputations of a number of courses delivered by universities developing niche markets, but inter university comparisons of courses by discipline are still not well advertised to potential students, and older universities trading on “prestige” seem to maintain high student demand regardless of their teaching performances. Student demand in itself then becomes an indicator of quality as students see high cut off entry scores as a reflection of the standard of education they are receiving. (James et. al. 1999).  

The primary reason why good teaching and student satisfaction has not been rewarded in any funding formula may be the resistance to the use of inter-universitiy performance indicators – such as those generated by the GDS and the CEQ. Many academics and university managers are opposed to finding performance indicators for teaching and learning. There are fears that the use of performance indicators would reduce the diversity in teaching content and delivery, and result in a ‘averaging’ of teaching methods and standards. There has recently been much resistance to the development of the Postgraduate Research Experience Questionnaire (PREQ) which intends to gauge the vast range of experiences of postgraduate students. The most aired criticism of the new PREQ seems to be that it could not produce meaningful comparisons between universities or even between parts of a single university. (Lawson 2001), and that the instrument is flawed. 

Finding a suitable instrument to measure teaching quality and student satisfaction over the vast range of teaching and learning experiences of students at Australian universities may be the major impediment for allocating funding, and emphasising and rewarding teaching in higher education institutions. 

The current CEQ has been strongly criticised for years and only seems to attract strong participation within the higher education sector because there is no funding attached and ‘nothing to lose’ for institutions. Recently however there has been concerns raised about the use of the data showing inter- university comparisons in publications such as The Good Universities Guide (Ashenden and Milligan 2000). The Good University Guide is a commerically owned and operated publication and is supported by major metropolitan newpapers – with an interest in advertising from major metropolitan institutions. 

Advertising the results of the CEQ in a non commercial manner may provide part of the answer to informing potential students about the teaching credentials of certain institutions and courses. A recent webpage established by DETYA – known as the ‘ten fields’ webpage -  has made an attempt at scoring teaching and learning quality by discipline as determined by the CEQ. The webpage is still in its development phase however, is currently out of date and relatively unknown. Potential students currently seem unlikely to refer to it as a guide to entering a course. Popular publications such as The Good University Guide which rate “prestige” before other factors seem likely to continue to sway potential students away from the regional universities. As access to well known higher education institutions overseas become easier with the availability of on-line education, the domestic Australian market may shrink even further. 

Recognising and Rewarding Institutions for Good Teaching

The term ‘good teaching’ and ‘student satisfaction’ is debatable and one measuring instrument (such as the CEQ) may not be appropriate to all disciplines and all teaching methodologies. At present the CEQ is the only national instrument available to measure teaching quality. The CEQ has been widely criticised for asking students to generalise about specific teaching aspects (such as appropriate assessment) across all units and up to six years of study, and in excluding aspects of specific teaching modes such as distance education, education in certain disciplines and teaching via newer digital technologies. Despite the criticisms the CEQ remains in place as developing further performance indicators for teaching appears to be fraught with debate. There is however widespread recognition that teaching quality and student satisfaction is important not just for retaining students, but in maintaining the balance between teaching and research within institutions. Because research funds are competitive there is always the danger of institutions devoting increasing time and attention to gaining extra research funds. 

“From the earliest work on performance indicators in Australia, supporters of the concept have recognised that to give up on the attempt to evaluate teaching would skew the system dangerously towards the research side of university activity (or, more accurately, even further towards the research side). The indicators of research productivity, though far from unproblematic, have received widespread acceptance. To leave these in place, and give up on the teaching function, would send a powerful signal about priorities. And it would seriously disadvantage the newer universities, which can not compete with the older institutions on research productivity.” 

– Baldwin & James,2000
Placing more resources into competing for research funds rather than teaching and servicing students not only means that the institution may gain more funding through the competitive grants process, but it may increase it’s national and international reputation and further enhance it institution’s  “prestige”.  

Measuring and funding “quality” in higher education institutions has up til now been by and largely ad hoc. Institutions have been left to define their own measures of quality and have been required to report annually on how they are meeting their own goals of quality and performance.  There has not been any consistent incentive for institutions to meet their self defined standards, and many would regard the reporting procedure as merely another bureaucratic obligation. 


“The current arrangements are inadequate and Australia needs a more rigorous quality assurance and accreditation system: to protect the international reputation of our higher education system; for public accountability purposes; to inform student choice; and to promote and improve quality processes and outcomes as well as desseminate good practice.”









 - Harman and Meek 2000
The proposed Australian University Quality Agency (AUQA) is now being formed to carry out audits of universities. 


“The main role is to verify the claims made by the institutions. It’s audits and reports will be the evidence used to assure students, the community and the outside world that our universities are as good as we know them to be in both teaching and learning and research and research training.”  

– DETYA 2000
It is likely that the AUQA will be charged with the task of carrying about random institutional audits but it is yet unclear what the “sticks and carrots” for maintaining good teaching, as part of overall quality,  will be, or if they will be using other “universal standards” by which to rate or rank universities. 

McKinnon et al. (2001) have published manual for Benchmarking for Australian universities and state that Learning and Teaching quality should be based on 11. criteria – 

1. Learning and teaching plan, 

2. Course establishment processes, 

3. Scholarly Teaching, 

4. Teaching environment, 

5. Effective academic review processes, 

6. Fitness of courses, 

7. Student progress ratio, 

8. First to second year retention rates

9. Equity quantitative success

10. Student satisfaction

11. Employability of Australian graduates 

While points 1-6 are assessed on the existence of certain procedures and the establishment of self monitoring and review bodies (which all universities can establish), points 7-11 are evaluated on an ongoing basis on quantitative scores measures from either the student demographics and the existing instruments of the CEQ and Graduate Destination Survey. These quantitative scores maybe used to score “Good Teaching” or “Student Satisfaction” in inter-university comparisons. In criteria 7 and 8, the institutional outcomes are to be “adjusted” to take into consideration institutional level student demographics – such as the proportion of the student population in equity groups and the region in which the institution resides. 


“Sometimes the information reveals particularly good teaching, sometimes increasing popularity of that course: at other times declining retention rates trends reveal problems that need attention. Inter-university comparisons will only be possible if there has been some normalisation of crude scores, taking into account the composition of the student body, in particular the known lower retention rates (even in the best circumstances) of equity students…

“Employability reflects in part at least the content, skills and attitudes gained by graduates in their courses. Corrections to raw data to reflect regional unemployment rates, which most powerfully takes in equity groups and other variables are necessary.”

-  McKinnon et. al. 2000

Although the methodology itself may need to be adjusted and subject to further debate, it would seem as though these criteria provides a way forward to monitoring and in some form rewarding institutions for the resources that are devoted towards good teaching and student satisfaction. Resources it would seem are essentially provided to maintain student numbers in smaller institutions. Reliance on the essentially crude CEQ and Graduate Destination Survey may be strongly criticised however if funding is attached, and it is obvious that further debate is warranted. 

Institutions could be rewarded for scoring well on these benchmarking criteria in three main ways:

1. The Relative Funding model may be changed so that funds for teaching (currently standardised operating funds) are weighted or supplemented based on the scores received by individual institutions in the 11 benchmarking criteria;

2. A proportion of the funds currently provided to institutions for teaching the primarily undergraduate market is made competitive and distributed based on the scores institutions receive on the 11 benchmarking criteria; or

3. The scores institutions receive for Learning and Teaching Quality based on the 11 benchmarking criteria are widely advertised on a DETYA funded webpage or other publication to potential students in a non commercial way as a means of building up the reputations of institutions based on Teaching and Learning Quality as well as the current reputations that seems to rest almost solely on ‘prestige’ and research record. 

AS mentioned above the third option listed  - the development of a DETYA funded website – is already underway. The DETYA “ten fields” website found at http://www.deet.gov.au/tenfields/Default.htm displays CEQ scores for institutions and courses by discipline and attempts to provide prospective students with information regarding both teaching quality and graduate salaries of courses at particular institutions. This website is relatively unknown,  hard to access and does not attempt to adjust or qualify the information listed to take into consideration equity and regional employment factors. If improved and publicised appropriately however, it may go someway towards promoting aspects such as Good Teaching and Graduate Satisfaction as factors that influence potential students. 

Assessing and rewarding universities however for ‘Good Teaching’ and ‘Student Satisfaction’ would undoubtedly re-imburse (financially and in reputation) many smaller regional universities that have traditionally been disadvantaged by a funding model that distributes teaching funds based on load and discipline, and makes research funds competitive. It would also go someway toward shifting the emphasis and focus from gaining research funds alone, and provide more incentive for institutions to maintain good teaching and student satisfaction goals. 

Enhancing the emphasis placed on teaching may also sure up public confidence in an education market that is increasingly being purchased by the individual consumer at all levels.
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