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Toward the end of the last chapter, the point was made that education quality work
(EQW) – the ongoing search for improvement – depends ultimately upon a “culture
of evidence”, i.e. efforts to improve learning and teaching must flow out of qualitative
or quantitative information that enables judgments to be made about the
effectiveness of existing arrangements and the likelihood of alternative arrangements
being more successful. Evidence needs to be collected and utilised in order to fuel
and drive the quality assurance (QA) and quality improvement (QI) mechanisms
that were discussed in Section 3.5.

Section 2.2.2 suggested the following practices relating to the value position that
there must be continuing efforts to ensure and enhance the quality of teaching and
learning:

1. Systematic collection of feedback from stakeholders, analysis of that data, and
the taking of action based on that analysis.

1. Benchmarking of practices and results, by systematic comparison with those in
other (relevant and realistic) contexts, and the implementation of changes as
judged necessary.

2. Sharing of good practices.

3. Measurement and analysis of student learning outcomes (at the cohort level) and
the use of that analysis in teaching, subject and programme development.

The four sections of this chapter discuss each of these practices with reference to
useful examples from institutions.

4.1 Systematic collection and analysis of feedback from
stakeholders and use of that analysis

In every tertiary institution in Hong Kong, there are five groups of stakeholders
who are approached to generate feedback about different aspects of programmes,
teaching and learning. These are (a) current students, (b) students who are graduating
or have recently graduated, (c) alumni, (d) employers and (e) external examiners.
Before moving on to describe typical practices that are used to gather feedback, it
will be useful to discuss briefly some of the factors that influence the kind of feedback
collected and the use to which it is put.

The previous chapter noted the distinction and overlap between QA and QI. The
Teaching and Learning Quality Process Reviews (TLQPRs) and this Handbook are
concerned predominantly with QI (a focus on QA would have demanded quite a
different methodology). QI is akin to formative assessment, in that its main objective
is to generate data about practices and outcomes that may be used to enhance those
practices and outcomes. It is not primarily concerned with assuring that the quality
of educational outcomes reaches levels that are consistent with international norms,
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though such activities are an essential element in the total suite of quality activities
within an institution. For this reason, feedback from stakeholders can be useful in
improving arrangements, even though this data can be construed as “soft opinion”
that is not necessarily located within a framework of objective standards.

Stakeholder feedback does need to be subjected to interrogation to ascertain its
authenticity. Essentially the question to be asked is whether a group of stakeholders
are expert eyewitnesses who are able to comment validly on particular aspects of
the educational arrangements that are under evaluation. For example, students are
able to comment validly on the extent to which aspects of teaching and courses help
to promote their understanding of a subject, while employers are not; and vice versa
for the extent to which programme content is likely to prepare students for the
demands of the workplace.

What this means is that there are technical matters that need to be attended to when
activities (surveys, focus groups, etc.) are designed and implemented in order to
collect feedback from groups of stakeholders, in order to ensure the reliability and
validity of the information generated. Generally these technical matters will not be
referred to in the descriptions that follow in this section, since it is taken for granted
that institutions have in place procedures that generate authentic data. The emphasis
is instead upon the extent to which various aspects of implementation serve to embed
practices within the culture of the institution and ensure that optimal use is made
of information in improving teaching and learning.

4.1.1 Feedback from current students

By far the most extensive set of data from stakeholder groups comes from currently
enrolled students. This is appropriate in that students are eyewitnesses to all that
goes on in classrooms and around them, and are in the best position to judge what
influence this has on their learning. More pragmatically, they are a “captive audience”
from whom it is relatively easy to collect feedback. As a result student feedback is
very influential in quality activities on campuses in the following ways:

• Determining directions that improvements might take.

• Contributing to personnel decisions concerning individual teachers.

While the first of these does not necessarily require formalised and standardised
arrangements,16  these are required for the second, as is the quantification of the
opinions expressed. What has in fact happened is that procedures for collecting and
utilising student feedback have become formalised, standardised, and quantified
to a great extent on campuses, and the information generated is used for both QA
and QI.

16 However, there does need to be a formalized arrangement to ensure that some kind of appropriate feedback
is collected systematically.
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These formalised and institutionalised procedures are addressed in the next section,
while more informal processes are described in the later section “Staff initiatives for
gathering more informal feedback from Students”.

Formalised and institutionalised feedback from current students

Student evaluation of teaching surveys

All Hong Kong tertiary institutions have implemented centrally driven (and
sometimes centrally directed) systems for the mandatory collection of feedback from
students relating to the teaching and courses that they experience. Typically,
procedures for student evaluation of teaching surveys have the following features:

• The feedback is collected via standardised forms, in which students give quantitative
ratings of aspects of the courses, subjects or modules and teaching that they have
experienced. Usually, these ratings are collected as hard-copy optical-mark-read
forms, but some institutions have implemented online versions of forms that
students are required to complete within a specified period.

• The most common arrangement is to have students give feedback on all subjects/
modules (and the associated teaching) in which they are enrolled. However, some
institutions do not require a student evaluation of teaching (SET) survey every
time a course/module is taught.

• Survey forms are usually distributed and collected by administrative staff from the
relevant department; in all cases there is a requirement that academic staff should
be absent while this is carried out.

• The surveys are almost invariably conducted in the last two weeks of teaching, at
the end of a semester.

Across Hong Kong institutions it is possible to state with confidence that formalised
SET procedures as characterised above are carried out efficiently and systematically,
and generate a body of data that has significant potential for use in personnel
decision-making, QA and QI. It is also possible to state that at least some of that
potential is realised in every institution.

It would not be useful to attempt to prescribe a universal best practice for SET, as
institutions vary so much in terms of their histories and cultures. Nevertheless, three
broad principles could usefully be considered when SET schemes are put in place.
These are outlined below, together with some discussion that revisits matters touched
upon earlier in this section.

1. The information gathered via a SET survey should be appropriate for its intended
purposes.

There are two overlapping purposes for SET. The first purpose, the summative,
enables judgments to be made about students’ perspectives on the quality of
courses and teaching. These judgments can then be included in overall assessments
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of quality and used to inform personnel decision-making procedures (promotion,
substantiation, etc.). The second purpose, the formative, relates to EQW and QI,
and in this case the predominant need is for student perspectives about what
could be done to improve the course/teaching, regardless of where it stands in
any quality ranking.

These two purposes require two different kinds of feedback:

• Summative, which is best in the form of quantitative data that can be related to
an appropriate norm-based framework. Thus, survey instruments will include
items that call for a numerical rating.

• Formative, which is best in the form of qualitative comments (in addition to the
quantitative data generated by the summative requirements) that suggest how
and where improvements could most usefully be implemented. Thus, open-
ended comments from students regarding suggestions for improvement are
useful.

The overlap in the two purposes is illustrated in the following example. It is very
common in Hong Kong universities to find specific thresholds for SET mean scores
that trigger a response from the dean, department head or section leader. If the
mean scores are below a specified threshold, procedures are put in place to counsel
and support the staff member in working to improve. If the mean scores are above
a specified threshold, the staff member receives formal acknowledgement or
commendation, a procedure that could plausibly be considered as generating
motivation for the staff member to sustain good quality or work to improve quality
even further.

2. The information gathered via SET should be appropriate for the teaching context
in which it is generated.

Teaching arrangements vary enormously, with various mixes of lectures, tutorials,
seminars, laboratories, studio work, etc., and overlaying all this are the different
intellectual structures associated with different disciplines. This means that it is
extremely difficult to develop a completely standardised SET survey form that is
relevant and appropriate for the very wide range of teaching arrangements that
students will encounter across a campus. Institutions have recognised this, and in
one way or another flexibility has been built into standardised forms, normally
by dividing them into two sections.

The first section contains a small number of general items that are standard.
Usually these ask for feedback on the teacher in relation to, for example,
preparation, communication, ability to motivate students, response to students’
concerns, etc. In addition to these standard items, there is often the opportunity
for individual staff to add their own tailored set of questions from a pool.

The second section typically allows for the totally flexible inclusion of items that
focus more on the teaching arrangements, rather than the teacher/teaching
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per se.17  It is thus possible to include items pertinent to the particular arrangements
that are consistent with the above principle.

As already indicated, all institutions in Hong Kong have very solid arrangements in
place. As an example, some of the elements in place at University A, which has an
especially well-organised system that is generally consistent with the above two
principles, are outlined below.

One of the distinctive features of the system in place at University A is the fact that
the standardised survey forms are different for each faculty. The faculty survey forms
and associated procedures were developed by working parties from each of the
faculties with feedback and eventual endorsement from the University’s Learning
and Teaching Committee. This helps to ensure consistency with the second principle,
in that each faculty can develop core items that are relevant for its predominant
modes of teaching. The kind of survey instruments and procedures in place for
each faculty are illustrated by an edited version of the public information (available
on the Web, and slightly reformatted here) for Faculty X (FX):

Introduction

This document explains briefly the system for collecting student feedback on
teaching in FX. The instrument, guidelines and procedures were developed by
a Working Party comprising one member each from all departments in FX
and two members from the then Educational Development Unit. Drafts of the
revised guidelines and instrument had been circulated to all staff members in
the FX for comments before they were finalised.

The SET Questionnaire (SETQ) for FX

All staff members in the FX collect feedback from students using the FX SETQ,
which has three main sections:
• Background information.
• About the staff member.
• About the subject.

Background information

The first section collects background information about the nature of the
subject and the use of English in classroom teaching by the staff member so as
to provide the contextual information that is needed for a meaningful
interpretation of the data.

About the staff member

The second section focuses on the teaching of the staff member. It has:
• Eight standardised closed-response type questions.
• Three core items on the overall view about the teaching of the staff.

17 However, in some contexts there is a standardized set of questions relating to broad aspects of the subject
or course, concerning matters such as course outlines, workload, assessment procedures, etc.
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There are also two open-ended questions, which ask students to comment on
the aspects of the staff member’s teaching which were most helpful to their
learning, and how the teaching might be changed to help them learn better.

There is also provision for “extra questions” generated by the staff member.

About the subject

The third section focuses on the evaluation of the subject. It contains nine
closed-response type questions that relate to various aspects of the subject
and students’ self-ratings of their learning from the subject. There are also two
open-ended questions, which ask students about the adequacy of the resources
to support learning and how the subject might be improved. Again,
departments or course teams can make use of the extra questions section.

Frequency

All subjects taught by FX staff will be surveyed, near the end of the semester.
However, when more than one staff member is involved in teaching a significant
portion of a subject (say, more than four sessions), the teaching of the staff
member will be surveyed towards the end of the staff member’s teaching.
Whether or not the subject will also be surveyed at that point is to be decided
by the Subject Leader.

There is then a section on administrative procedures, under the following
headings:

Printing and assembling of forms

Distribution and collection of forms

Procedures for distributing and collecting SETQ forms

[There is an emphasis in the document on explaining to students the rationale
for collecting feedback, and the use to which the data will be put.]

Analysis and reporting of the SETQ data

The Educational Development Unit will be responsible for analysing and
reporting on the SETQ data. Two different sets of results will be reported –
one focusing on the teaching of the subject alone, and the other incorporating
the results of both the teaching of the subject and the staff member.

The individual staff member teaching the subject will receive both the reports
on his/her teaching and on the teaching of the subject. Summaries of the results
will also be made available to the Dean of the faculty on request. A copy of the
same report will be sent to the respective head of department. A copy of the
report on the teaching of the subject will be sent to the department concerned
for programme or subject evaluation purposes, and will be made available to
the programme/subject team. After the exam results have been confirmed at
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the Exam Board Meeting, the completed SETQ forms will be returned to the
staff member concerned so that he/she can peruse the students’ responses to
the open-ended questions.

Confidentiality

[There is a description of steps taken to assure confidentiality of reports, within
the guidelines contained under the last bullet point.]

All faculties in University A have a similar set of published procedures; and indeed
the above description is typical of what happens at the institutional level at all
universities in Hong Kong.

A useful set of procedures is in place at University A for reporting data. In an earlier
part of this discussion it was stated that summative student feedback data needs to
be located within an appropriate framework of norms. Research at University A has
indicated that student feedback mean scores are sensitive to class size, the particular
faculty, and students’ year of study. Hence SET questionnaire (SETQ) normed scores
are reported with reference to these three variables, that is, separate scores are given
for each faculty for different years. Within each of these categories, means are reported
for four class sizes. An interactive tool is available on the Web that can be used by
staff members to generate a graph that compares their individual SETQ scores with
the relevant faculty/class size means. This, together with the open-ended comments
of students, has significant potential for suggesting areas towards which efforts for
improvement might best be directed.

In addition to feedback on the teaching/teacher, standardised procedures (analogous
to those described above) are available for module/subject evaluation and for
programme evaluation.

University B adopts an approach that again allows for flexibility and the customisation
of teaching evaluation within a general set of policies, as the following slightly edited
statement indicates:

Guidelines for the evaluation of teaching

General

1. Teaching evaluation schemes should include student feedback as a
substantial, primary element in the process.

2. An individual’s teaching should be judged in context – the type and purpose
of the teaching, the background of the students, the resources available,
the nature of the courses, etc.

3. Teaching evaluation data should cover a representative sample of an
individual’s teaching activities, for example to include a variety of student
groups and types of activity – lecture, tutorial, project supervision, etc.
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4. Evaluation schemes should clearly separate questions relating to an
individual’s performance from questions relating to the contributions of
others involved in the course. For example, the teacher to be evaluated might
not be responsible for the syllabus, the assessment design, etc.

Evaluation instruments

5. Evaluation instruments should be based on recognized good practice,
teaching-learning theory and accepted research findings.

6. Evaluation by students for the purpose of judging and assessing teaching
must include a customized version of the SETQ.

7. Evaluation instruments to be used with students should have accompanying
Chinese translation where this will increase the validity of the data collected.

8. Each evaluation instrument should be designed for a specific audience and
should only include items for which this audience is capable of giving
informed responses.

9. Evaluation instruments should include sufficient data to allow the teaching
context to be readily identified, e.g. FT/PT students, core/service courses, etc.

Summative evaluation and personnel decisions

10. Where the results of teaching evaluations are to be incorporated into
decision-making related to career progression, the differences between
information collected from formative and summative evaluations must be
taken into account, since information obtained for the sole purpose of
improving teaching, and often collected before that teaching is complete,
may be inappropriate to consider when making judgments.

11. Those entrusted with using the information from teaching evaluations for
decision-making related to career progression should be skilled in
interpreting and drawing together the different sources of information.

Administration

12. The administration of teaching evaluation should follow adequate,
standardized procedures in order to protect the validity of the information
obtained.

13. Evaluation schemes should include clear guidelines as to who may initiate
an evaluation and for what purposes. In all cases the staff member being
evaluated must be fully consulted.

14. Evaluation schemes must include clear rules governing the confidentiality
of evaluation information and reports. This is particularly the case where

the emphasis is on development and improvement.

15. Faculties must provide feedback on the outcomes of evaluations to those
involved in providing evaluation data.
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16. Teaching evaluation schemes must be documented and provided to the
Quality Assurance Committee for information.

17. Provisions should exist for regular review of unit evaluation schemes and
of the institution’s evaluation procedures.

3. There should be clear and public indications on the uses to which SET will be
put, together with feedback to students on actions taken.

It is common to find clear statements of the policies concerning the uses of student
feedback; often there is not so much clarity about procedures for systematic
feedback to students about actions (aimed at improvement) to be taken on the
basis of their feedback. University C does have such a clear and well-defined policy,
as the following statement (taken from a relevant document) indicates:

Will students receive feedback on changes made to courses and/or teaching?

In particular, the Staff-Student Consultative Committee (SSCC) is charged
with the responsibility of providing feedback to students on changes made
to the course and teaching. The SSCC may hold focus group meetings
between relevant staff and students to provide them with feedback of SETQs.
A formal response should be provided by the SSCC concerned with
substantive changes made to any course and/or teaching to the Chair of the
Quality Assurance Committee.

So far in this chapter the focus has been on the use of systematic surveys to generate
student feedback, and as suggested earlier by far the greatest emphasis is placed on
these in all tertiary institutions in Hong Kong. However, there are other formalised
structures for generating student feedback, to which we now turn.

Staff-student consultative committees

All institutions in Hong Kong have implemented student surveys at the departmental
and/or programme levels. Two institutions received particularly positive
commendation from the TLQPR Panel regarding the extent to which there was a
culture of staff-student communication and the extent to which student opinion
indicated that students had a genuine voice in decisions that were made. The
arrangements in these two institutions are described below.

University A requires departmental-level staff-student committees to meet at least
once per semester in order to deal with issues relating to curricula and other
matters. Department heads submit annual reports to the vice chancellor detailing
issues raised, follow-up actions and matters to still be resolved. In addition to the
institutional requirement many units have implemented other structures for staff-
student discussion, including focus groups and the appointment of staff-student
liaison officers.
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At University B programmes invite staff and students to programme assemblies
at least once a semester to collect feedback on ongoing courses. Staff-student
consultative meetings are also conducted regularly according to programme,
department and subject. Follow-up actions on student feedback are reported
back via student representatives or in future consultative meetings or
assemblies. The outcomes of the meetings are addressed in annual programme
evaluations.

Appointment of students on committees

Again, this is something that is in place in all Hong Kong tertiary institutions, and
provides another formalised channel for staff-student communication and student
feedback. There is little to report beyond the observation that there is variation
across institutions in the number and kinds of institution-level committees that
have student representatives.

Formalised complaints procedures

These provide a safety net, in terms of actual or potential student grievances, and all
universities have mechanisms in place. University B (see above) has an especially
clear and comprehensive set of policies, described by the institution as follows:

A Committee of Inquiry into Student Grievances is available to investigate
complaints from students if these cannot be resolved within the [faculty] or
department. Normally, students present their complaints in writing first to
the [relevant] Dean, head of the relevant department ... or the relevant staff-
student consultative committee. The receiver of a complaint is required to
attempt to seek remedial action as soon as possible with a view to preventing
the complaint from becoming a grievance. If all efforts fail, the student can
submit the complaint to the Head of Institution (HoI), who may refer it to the
Committee of Inquiry into Student Grievances for further investigation. The
Committee conducts the investigation in strict confidence and reports its
findings to the HoI. This information [concerning the complaints procedure]
is published in the Student Handbook.

Staff initiatives for gathering more informal feedback from students
The common characteristic of the procedures described in the last paragraphs relating
to the gathering of student feedback is that they are formalised procedures that are
an integral and mandatory part of the required quality assurance and improvement
(QA&I) structure. In addition to these procedures, it is very common to find staff
engaged in many other activities designed to generate feedback from students with
a view to improving teaching and learning.

Very broadly, these can be grouped into the following two categories.
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Voluntary institutionalised procedures

These consist of procedures that are organised campus wide and that staff can tap
into if they wish. A good example is the standardised diagnostic survey available at
University A, which is administered early in a semester and is designed to provide
feedback to staff specifically for the purpose of improving their teaching. It requires
self-evaluation by the staff member using a survey form that is substantively identical
with one that is completed by students. The system is operated by staff from the
educational development unit, who are also available to provide follow-up advice
and support in the implementation of improvements suggested by the analysis of
survey forms. A series of Targeted Teaching Strategies booklets, integral to the system,
is available as an additional resource for staff.

Voluntary activities by individual staff

In addition to formalised SET feedback, many (perhaps most on some campuses)
staff gather feedback from students in less formal ways, with a view to improving
teaching and learning. The more common practices include the following:

• Early feedback on teaching

The feedback from formal SET surveys is gathered too late (at the end of a course)
to implement changes that could benefit the students who generate it. Many staff
therefore conduct their own surveys early in a course. It is then possible to introduce
appropriate changes during the course.

• One-minute questionnaires

These are administered at the end of a particular teaching session. Students are
given a very short time to answer questions such as “What are the major things
you have learned today?”, “What aspects are puzzling or confusing you?”, etc. The
information generated can be used immediately in planning future sessions.

• Establishing a class consultative group

This strategy consists of establishing a small group of (four or five) students who
meet regularly with the teacher for short periods in order to give open-ended
feedback about the course and teaching.

In conclusion, it is worth pointing out that there are rather intangible – yet very
important – aspects of institutional culture that can enhance or subvert its use of
student feedback in quality improvement. The TLQPR Panel reported as follows in
respect of two of the institutions that it visited:

University A

The contributions made by students to the conversations that took place
during the review were impressive. They were articulate and confident in
discussing the ways that QA&I processes operate on campus and positive
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about the role that they play in these processes. They were aware of the
potential that this experience has for their own future professional practice.

University B

Students reported a willingness on the part of teaching staff to take note
of, and even seek out, student opinions; further they stated that staff are
willing to take note of these opinions and act appropriately upon them.
The overriding impression is that of a context in which genuine collegial
conversations between staff and students is the norm, and where there is a
willingness to cultivate and utilize informal structures.

4.1.2 Feedback from graduating students

Feedback gathered from currently enrolled students through the practices described
in Section 4.1.1 is very useful. It has some limitations, however, because students
have not yet experienced the whole of the programme in which they are enrolled. In
recognition of this fact, all of the Hong Kong tertiary institutions now carry out
systematic exit surveys of graduates, to gain their bird’s eye view on the programmes
that they have completed. Generally, graduates are strongly encouraged to complete
these forms, and in some cases they are semi-compulsory by being linked to
graduation.

As with SET, described above, information is most commonly gathered on hard-
copy survey forms that contain both closed quantitative rating items and open-
ended comments. Students are generally asked to rate various aspects of programmes
(organisation, interest, impact, quality of teaching, etc) and to give opinions about
the most valuable aspects of programmes, as well as suggestions for improvements.
In some cases, graduates are also asked to make a self-assessment of the degree to
which they have acquired certain generic skills, such as creativity, the ability to
communicate, and teamwork skills.

University A provides a good example, and also has a particularly systematic approach
to making use of the information generated. A survey questionnaire (described
below) is mailed to all full-time and part-time graduates of taught programmes of
University A several months after they have graduated. Two follow-up mailings are
used to chase up those who have not responded. All results are analysed at three
levels – programme, department and university. Departments receive the programme
and departmental results, deans receive the departmental results of their constituent
departments, and the senior management and all University A staff can access the
overall university results on the Web. These results are used in programme planning
and form part of the evidence that is employed in the kinds of QA&I activities
described in Section 3.5.
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The survey form itself has four sections, as shown below together with sample items
from each section:

1. Self-assessment of learning gains

To what extent do you feel you have made progress in the following areas as
a result of your learning experience at University A?

[12 items – rated on a five-point scale:]
• Acquiring useful knowledge and skills related to your subject area/
profession.
• Developing the ability to think critically about different viewpoints.
• Integrating and applying knowledge to solve problems.
• Effective presentation of selected topics, orally or in writing.
• Learning how to get along and work with different kinds of people.
• etc.

2. Learning and teaching process

To what extent do you agree with the following statements about your
learning experience at University A?

[18 items – rated on a five-point scale:]
• The programme content was substantial and useful.
• The requirements of the programme were clear to me.
• Help was available from the teachers when I asked for it.
• To do well in the assessment, students cannot merely memorise but have

to understand the programme content and be able to apply it.
• I felt a sense of belonging to my department.
• etc.

3. Facilities and resources

How would you rate the following facilities and resources at University A?

[Five items rated on a five-point scale:]
• Library resources (books, journals, AV, and other materials for supporting

learning.
• Computer and information technology facilities on campus.
• Equipment, special rooms/laboratories for supporting learning.
• Classroom facilities.
• Facilities for students to interact socially.

4. Open-ended questions

[Two items:]
• What were the best aspects of your programme?
• Which aspects of your programme were most in need of improvement?
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4.1.3 Feedback from alumni

Alumni are in a similar position to graduating students in that they have a bird’s eye
view of programmes. They have the additional advantage of being able to report on
the usefulness of their programmes after having been in employment for some time.
The disadvantage of alumni surveys is that they are time-consuming to conduct,
since, unlike student/graduate surveys, there is no “captive audience”. It is in the
light of these considerations that alumni surveys tend to have the following
characteristics:

• They are not institutionally formalised or mandated; though within prevailing
institutional cultures, there is strong pressure for them to be carried out on
appropriate occasions.

• Usually, they are carried out by a particular department, and often in connection
with a specific programme.18

• When new programmes are being validated, and existent ones reaccredited, alumni
surveys normally form part of the evidence that is considered.

A number of methods are commonly used to gather feedback from alumni. These
include:

• Mail surveys.
• Telephone surveys.
• Focus groups.

In a number of institutions it is now the norm to establish departmental or
programme advisory committees in order to generate external perspectives on
programme offerings. Alumni are almost always represented on such committees,
together with employers, members of appropriate professional groups, and lay
members.

4.1.4 Feedback from employers

As described at the end of the last section, employers are useful representatives on
advisory committees. The same considerations apply to employer feedback as to
alumni feedback, but with the obvious difference that employers are able to comment
most usefully as expert eyewitnesses of graduate performance in employment on
rather different aspects.

University A has a centralised mandated research unit responsible for, amongst other
things, the systematic gathering of graduate and employer satisfaction data. In a
two-pronged approach, graduates and employers are surveyed regarding graduates’
capabilities of meeting various workplace requirements (knowledge, skills, attitudes
and values) and also the relative importance of these requirements for competently

18 Occasionally though, feedback is sought from alumni across a broader front. When this happens, it is
usually in conjunction with the activities of working parties that have been established for specific purposes,
as described in Section 3.5.2.
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performing as a professional. The methodology includes questionnaires as well as
interviews. Graduating cohorts are followed for up to three years and the results are
fed back into the university’s quality assurance mechanisms at senate, faculty and
department levels where follow-up occurs. In one case, earlier findings demonstrated
consistent concerns about one aspect of professional development, and programmes
were revised in order to improve graduates’ performance in this area. Results from
surveys in subsequent years showed improvement in this area. The developmental
data across three years has also provided guidance to continuing professional
development programmes developed by the university as the findings clearly
illustrated the differential impact of the workplace on individuals’ knowledge, skills,
attitudes and values.

4.1.5 Feedback from external examiners

It has been the norm in Hong Kong universities to appoint a wide range of external
examiners to relevant departments/programmes. External examiners are invariably
academics of standing whose primary brief is to comment on and give advice on
the following:

• The appropriateness of the assessment tasks that are set for students.
• The ratings of student performance.

The principal role of external examiners has been to assure that the quality of
graduates from Hong Kong programmes is compatible with international standards.
It is an essential component of QA, and the emphasis has generally been on assurance.
Potentially, external examiners are in a strong position to advise on directions in
which curriculum, teaching and assessment might fruitfully evolve. That potential
has been used significantly in the past, and there are strong indications that more
emphasis is being put on the roles of external examiners in relation to QI.

University A describes the position as follows:

External/Visiting Examiners’ views on the appropriateness of the curricula,
and areas for further improvements and advancements are solicited ... Reports
from the External/Visiting Examiners are discussed in Department Board
meetings or circulated among Department members.

University B makes the following comments:

Amongst mechanisms for QA and QI, external examiners are critically
important in assisting the university to evaluate itself against standards of
assessment in major universities in the world. In the last year, 172 external
examiners were appointed ... Through interaction with teachers, departments
and faculties about modes of assessment, external examiners are invited to
suggest improvements and development on wide-ranging aspects of teaching
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and learning. In several units undertaking major reviews and innovations,
external examiners have made important contributions to curriculum design
and development processes. However, the focus of the work requested is still
on assessment itself, and they still systematically review evidence of work
completed by students. Their reports are widely disseminated, together with
the responses of the relevant head of department.

University C has implemented an interesting variation on the external examiner
system, replacing it with a departmental academic adviser (DAA) scheme. In addition
to fulfilling the conventional QA roles of an external examiner the following has
been done:

• The brief for a DAA has been extended, with a significant emphasis on QI.

• The DAA has been specifically and formally integrated into the broader framework
of QA&I, through appointment to the Review Panel that carries out periodic
departmental assessments in the institution.

The initiative is described as follows by the university:

The Departmental Academic Adviser (DAA) system is effective in providing
comprehensive advice on all aspects of a department’s work, including study
programmes, learning and teaching, research activities and related staff
activities ... The DAA system is different from the previous External Examiner
system in that it provides a more holistic view and opportunity for peer
discussions with staff members. The DAA reports are sent to Deans, Faculty
Boards and Department Heads concerned, and follow-up actions are taken
where appropriate. In order to make better use of a DAA’s expertise and his/
her knowledge of departmental work, it is planned to include the existing DAA
as an ex-officio member off the relevant Departmental Assessment exercise ...
The existing link between the Departmental Assessment and the DAA is the
continuity the DAA provides on an annual basis and between the five-yearly
Departmental Assessment exercises, and this will now be strengthened with a
more formal linkage.

The discussion of the roles played by external examiners and advisers is a natural
link to the next section, which focuses on the role of benchmarking (to external
entities) in QA&I activities.

4.2 Benchmarking of practices and results by systematic
comparison with those in other contexts, and the
implementation of changes

Benchmarking operates at the levels of the institution, the department and the
programme. The basic purpose of benchmarking is to systematically compare
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practices and/or outcomes with those of sister institutions judged to be appropriate
models, in order to do one or both of the following:

• Search for practices and activities in the sister institution that could usefully be
implemented.

• Ascertain and assure that outcomes are of a comparable standard with those of the
sister institution.

University A describes its perspective as follows:

Activities to ensure that education quality is benchmarked against good practice
cover a wide range, but broadly speaking fall into three categories –
benchmarking of QA [quality assurance] systems, benchmarking students’
achievement, and remaining alert to successful innovation in curriculum,
delivery and assessment.

The main form of benchmarking is implicit, and is often associated with the roles
played by external examiners, as described in the last section. All institutions have
such structures in place. Other ways in which benchmarking is carried out are briefly
outlined below with reference to examples.19

At the institutional level University A describes its arrangements for international
benchmarking, in part, as follows:

Benchmarking against universities around the world is done systematically for
research indices, and to a lesser extent for the support services that underlie
teaching and learning ... Curriculum design and development often involves
surveys of comparable curricula at top universities worldwide as benchmarks,
which are taken into account by the Academic Development Committee in vetting
new programme proposals. Professional accreditation ... involves formal
benchmarking, while the broad experience of external examiners, new staff and
international advisers on review panels provide benchmarking information.

At the departmental level, especially in relation to programme review and validation,
but also via formal departmental reviews, external advisers play a benchmarking
role by virtue of their experience of their home and other institutions (this is as
described above for University A). Having a longer-term relationship with external
advisers (as in the arrangements for University C described in the previous section)
will probably lead to more systematic benchmarking.

At the student level, it is again the external examiner system that benchmarks
achievement against that in other institutions. University B has adopted an additional
strategy that draws on the results of its students who spend time at overseas universities
on exchange programmes. A study of such students led to the following comment:

19 In the opinion of the TLQPR Panel, these arrangements are generally ad hoc, rather than constituting an
integral and systematic part of the QA&I arrangements in institutions.
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The ideal way to compare the performance of University B students with their
counterparts at other institutions abroad would be to put them into the same
classes and compare their assessed results. It is, in fact, possible to do this for
the substantial number of students who spend a semester or a year abroad on
exchange study.

Comparison of the grade point averages of the exchange students in University B
and the overseas universities attended, strongly suggests that students perform at
least as well at overseas universities (in the United States) as they do at University B.

4.3 Sharing of good practices
All of the tertiary institutions in Hong Kong have arrangements for the sharing and
dissemination of good practices across the campus. In some ways this can be
construed as a form of intra-institutional benchmarking. However, the fact that
activities take place in a single institution leads to a different dynamic, and offers
opportunities for ongoing collegial interaction, sharing and support. Broadly
speaking, there are two classes of activities that fall under this heading:

1. Peer review and “critical friend” arrangements (usually within a unit).

2. Arrangements for the dissemination and potential migration of good practices
within and between units.

Before describing the more formal activities associated with each of these classes of
activities, it is worth noting that the more intangible elements associated with a
culture of collegiality and sharing of good practices are equally important to, if not
more important than, systematic structural elements. The Teaching and Learning
Quality Process Review (TLQPR) Panel made this point quite strongly in several of
its reports. For example:

University A

There are great strengths in the current culture of in-house collegiality ...
[and] the panel wishes to stress that developments [recommended by the
panel] should not ... undercut or compromise the strengths of the current
collegial culture.

University B

There is an atmosphere and demonstration of cohesion and collegiality
that is very prevalent and that finds particular expression in the teamwork
that goes into the design and development of academic programmes.
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University C has emphasised the idea of collaboration, in a written document that
reads in part as follows:

Collaboration among individuals as they undertake education quality work ...
is not easy to develop and sustain when staff and students are distracted by
their own compelling agendas. To encourage the collective work of departments
a Reward Scheme for Academic Departments has been established with a major
theme of recognising collaborative efforts [see University C, Section 3.2.1]. At
the faculty level we have also created and funded the post of “learning
coordinator”. Learning coordinators are senior members of the academic staff.
They are asked to bring together staff and students in their faculty around
common projects in enhancing teaching and learning.

4.3.1 Peer review and “critical friend” arrangements

It is the norm throughout universities in Hong Kong that peer feedback on and
review of teaching is strongly encouraged, but with the exception of one institution
(University A, through its system of staff appraisal as described in Section 3.2.2) is
not strictly mandatory. Nonetheless, it is certainly the case that peer review of
teaching is becoming much more commonplace and some institutions are planning
to implement mandatory procedures alongside student evaluation of teaching.

University A strongly encourages the use of peer review of teaching, and is actively
planning to make it a mandatory requirement. Faculties and departments have been
allowed to implement their own approaches to peer review, and a wide variety of
models has emerged, ranging from the “soft” (and mainly formative) to the “hard”
(and mainly summative). Typical examples of the different approaches are as follows:

• Department A has appointed senior staff as peer reviewers. Unannounced, two
reviewers will visit the classroom of a staff member, and carry out a review of the
session under a standard series of headings: communication and explanation, use
of visual material, etc. Quantitative ratings and open-ended comments are given
under each of the headings. The staff member concerned receives the written
feedback, and then engages in a discussion with the peer reviewers. Following this,
an action plan is agreed upon and documented.

• Department B allows each staff member to nominate a class for observation, and
choose a “critical friend” from among a nominated pool of reviewers. Prior to the
visit, there is a discussion as to what the aims of the session are, what the reviewer
should focus on, and the kind of feedback that would be most useful. Following
the observation there is a discussion between the two staff involved, who are free
to decide whatever they wish. The only formal departmental requirement is that
the department head is notified that the procedure has been carried out.
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4.3.2 Arrangements for the dissemination and potential migration of
good practices within and between units

As suggested above, these arrangements may be thought of as a kind of intra-
institutional benchmarking of good practices, which rely on both the availability
and dissemination of information about ideas and initiatives and the willingness of
staff to be receptive to new ideas. The ways in which information is disseminated
and initiatives transported are summarised below. In all cases, the great majority of
this activity is found on all campuses in Hong Kong, and is organised by educational
development units on campus.20

Activities involving face-to-face communication
A first category of activities includes workshops, seminars, discussion sessions, etc.
In the past, these sessions were typically ad hoc in the sense that they were organised
opportunistically around, for example, the visit of an overseas expert. More recently,
the trend has been to organise series of activities that are thematic and/or related to
strategic institutional initiatives. For example, University A has organised several
thematic series of sessions that relate to the following:

• The development of students’ generic competences (creativity, communication
skills, teamwork, etc.).

• Student assessment for better learning.

• Developing the “active classroom”.

In each case, these themes have been integral to the university’s strategic plan, and
the educational development unit concerned has been delegated the responsibility
by senior management and the university learning and teaching committee to
organise sessions.

It is also common on campuses for sharing sessions to be organised based around
the outcomes of Teaching Development Grant (TDG) projects (see Section 3.4).
Indeed on several campuses it is a condition of the awarding of grants that the project
supervisors offer such sessions.

A second category of activity revolves around mini-conferences that are generally
organised on an annual basis or in alternate years. University B holds a teaching and
learning symposium that is a high profile event on campus. It is related to a system
of teaching innovations awards that exists on campus (see Section 3.3), and the
symposium presentations refer to innovations that are potential award winners.
Outside visitors also give keynote presentations. The most recent symposium featured
a total of more than 30 presentations under the following themes:

• Visualization and simulation.
• Web-supported learning and teaching.
• Peer learning.

20 A discussion of the roles played by educational development units follows in Chapter 5.
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• Teaching innovations.
• Tertiary language learners support.

A symposium proceedings was produced in both hard copy and online.

Printed materials
Again, much of this material derives from TDGs. In addition, there are several
campuses where educational development units publish short magazine-type
materials on a regular basis, often in connection with concurrently organised face-
to-face activities. For example, the unit at University C has published a series of
several dozen short papers entitled Learning Matters at University C. Titles indicate
an emphasis on both practical suggestions, “How to motivate students”, as well as
more conceptual items such as “Quality as value-added”.

Web sites
All universities now have portals that give access to a wide range of examples of
good practices that might potentially be used by units on campus. While the style of
the portals (almost always managed by the educational development unit on campus)
varies significantly, typically there are categories that contain the following:

• Information and reports relating to TDG projects on campus.

• Thematic material relating to a wide range of topics (problem-based learning,
motivating students, assessment, etc.) – while some of this material may be home-
grown, the majority is derived from external sources.

• Materials relating to recent workshop/seminar sessions run on campus.

• Information on and links to other Web sites.

• Support material and information for new staff, teaching assistants, etc.

• Information relating to institutional quality assurance and improvement systems
and activities.

• Information relating to upcoming educational development unit activities.

4.4 Measurement and analysis of student learning outcomes and
the use of that analysis

Sections 4.1 and 4.2 described the roles played by external examiners. One of those
roles involves commenting on student achievements and making suggestions as to
how those achievements might be enhanced for future cohorts. This is very
important. Inevitably though, the data scrutinised by an external examiner only
represents a small sample of students’ work, and typically an external examiner will
look at only a sample of students’ work within a sample of courses.

Potentially there is room for much more extensive and systematic analysis of student
learning outcomes, in terms of the work that they produce in response to assessment
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tasks that have been set. This would provide valuable information relating to
adjustments in teaching and curriculum emphases that could usefully be introduced
for future students. While such activities are carried out in Hong Kong tertiary
institutions, they tend to be isolated and piecemeal. One of the most consistent
recommendations of the Teaching and Learning Quality Process Review (TLQPR)
Panel was that analyses of this kind could very usefully be more systematically
embedded in the education quality work of institutions. This would represent a
most useful development, as it would provide systematic and direct feedback on
hard educational outcomes, a type of feedback that is different in kind from the
softer (but essential) stakeholder opinions that represent the major current source
of information used in quality improvement.
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