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Closing the Loop: A Case Study of a Post-evaluation Strategy 

Dr Megan Kek a 
Professor Lynne Hunt b 

Dr Michael Sankey c 

a Lecturer, Learning and Teaching Support Unit, University of Southern Queensland, Australia 
b Pro Vice-Chancellor (Learning and Teaching), Office of Vice Chancellor and President, University of 

Southern Queensland, Australia 
c Acting Director, Learning and Teaching Support Unit, University of Southern Queensland, Australia 

Abstract 

This paper establishes the broad context of evaluation about learning and teaching in 
universities. It refers particularly to student feedback, indicating that current practice is less than 
satisfactory because universities complain of low response rates and students complain that they 
are not informed of results or any actions taken to improve courses and programs as a 
consequence of their feedback. The paper addresses the importance of valuing students’ views by 
communicating back to them and ensuring quality transformation of student feedback by ‘closing 
the loop’. It describes the Course and Program Review (CPR) model, designed by the University 
of Southern Queensland (USQ) and the new post-evaluation strategy. 
 
Keywords: closing the loop, student feedback, online evaluation, post-evaluation. 

Introduction 

Institutional research is fundamental to university quality assurance because it provides an evidence-base 
for continuous quality improvement. In the domain of learning and teaching, evidence normally includes 
information about retention, progression, grade distribution and student satisfaction. To date, attention has 
been focused on the development, validity and reliability of data. The Australian Learning and Teaching 
Council project on Teaching Quality Indicators Project www.altc.edu.au/carrick/go/home/op/edit/pid/370 
is an example of the level of interest in establishing appropriate measures. 
 
The reasons for refining measures of learning and teaching outcomes arise, in part, from governmental 
interest in university teaching standards, not only because universities build capacity for ‘clever 
countries’ but also because tertiary education is big business that attracts export income. Government 
standards are embedded in National Protocols and policies and agencies such as the Australian 
Universities Quality Agency (AUQA) are charged with exploring the extent to which universities can 
demonstrate compliance. This broad context, then, is concerned with the achievement of standards. The 
approach meets resistance in the university context, which is understood to be qualitatively different from 
a corporate approaches based on industry standards and productivity. For example, Coady (1999, p. 10) 
refers to corporate university managers as the ‘myopics’. 
 
The issue, then, is to bridge the gap between corporate requirements and staff and student engagement 
through a feedback cycle that is meaningful. To this end, this paper describes the newly designed post-
evaluation strategy at the University of Southern Queensland (USQ) and shows how the process is 
designed to engage staff and students and to lock-in quality so that it becomes routine practice. In 
particular, it shows the importance of closing-the-loop by establishing systems to provide feedback to 
students on the outcomes of their evaluations of learning and teaching. 
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The USQ Approach to Quality Improvement 

USQ’s approach to quality recognises that it is not a fixed or static procedure. Rather, it arises from an 
ongoing commitment to the values of USQ and a cycle of review and improvement. A fundamental value 
is the commitment to the student learning journey. It is a relationships-based and holistic approach that 
focuses attention on the student as a whole person (Hunt, Peach, Lovegrove & Baker, 2007). It provides a 
framework for evaluating the performance of the University at every stage of students’ contact with it, 
from pre-entry to alumni. Student feedback is, therefore, central to the evaluation process and USQ 
deploys the customary reviews of courses and programs, and it also engages with the AUSSE survey. 
 
The University’s quality policy is designed to engage staff with quality processes and outcomes. Quality 
is everyone’s business and the intended outcome is a change-capable culture at USQ. The post-evaluation 
strategy www.usq.edu.au/learnteach/topics/eval/posteval/ accords with this approach and it is designed to 
embed the continuous quality improvement of courses and programs in templates 
www.usq.edu.au/learnteach/topics/design/ and sustainable systems, in particular the recently designed 
Course and Program Management System (CPMS). 
 
The USQ post-evaluation strategy is based on the premise that good evaluation should lead to action, 
continuous improvement, and communication back to students and relevant stakeholders about actions 
taken (Harvey, 2003). However, ‘Closing the loop’ in this way has been noted as a demanding and 
challenging phase of the process (Watson, 2003) and it is evident that the practice has not been 
widespread because 40% of AUQA Cycle 1 Audits included recommendations about ‘…monitoring and 
reporting of the results of student evaluations … [and] providing feedback to students on the actions taken 
in response to those evaluations’ (AUQA, 2002–2007). The strategy described in this paper is quantitative 
and qualitative. It is designed to be reflective and to provide program-level ownership of the outcomes of 
student feedback and a system that offers students opportunities to see what happened as a consequence 
of their feedback. 
 
An important reason for developing an approach that ‘Closes the loop’ is that it may help to increase the 
response rates of student surveys, particularly in online evaluation, which many universities are now 
implementing to streamline organisation and reduce the costs of data collection. Unfortunately, 
universities are also reporting that the response rates of online evaluation surveys are only 10–30%. In 
contrast, paper-based and classroom evaluations surveys can have response rates as high as 100%, 
certainly for those in attendance on the day. Low response rates draw into question the reliability of 
results and it is difficult to see how such evidence might meaningfully inform quality improvement. It is a 
vicious circle because if students do not see action arise from their feedback, they become cynical about 
the evaluation process, which risks giving rise to low response rates. (Powney & Hall, 1998). However, 
the battle is not yet lost because students do still feel that feedback surveys are important. They only 
question if any use was made of the data (Ballantyne, 1997). 
 
The development of the post-evaluation strategy was part of USQ’s whole-of-institution change 
management project, which aimed to achieve, by the later half of 2009, a suite of ICT supported systems 
and project-based workflow processes, that will provide a consistent approach to the accreditation, 
design, delivery and evaluation of courses and programs. It had a whole-of-program focus, with 
objectives that included the development of: 
• sustainable processes for the development and maintenance of high quality courses and programs; 
• a course and program management system; and 
• a cycle of program quality review and improvement. 
 
The whole-of-program approach is worthy of note because it is designed to encourage among students an 
understanding of their entire program. This is important in a university that has many students studying 
part-time and by distance education, who risk a fragmented, course-by-course perception of their studies. 
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This is a risk for the University when students come to respond to the CEQ, which invites them to provide 
feedback on the entire program. 

Course and Program Management System 

The CPMS design (Figure 1) locks-in approval processes and provides a single, official source for course 
and program data, thereby facilitating a consistent, University-wide approach to quality. The three main 
tasks associated with the CPMS were to provide mechanisms to manage, in one integrated system, the 
processes of: 
• course and program approval, accreditation, and re-accreditation (CPA); 
• course and program mapping (CPM); and 
• course and program review (CPR). 
 
This paper describes all three processes to provide a context for a particular focus on the CPR system, 
which addresses student feedback. 

Program structure and 
courses approved 

Faculty requires new program or 
course approved. Feed initial info 
into CPMS database to generate 

request for APC/UPMC 

Program structure and courses 
placed into live CPMS database 
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DeC Course 
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Evaluations 

 SEC 
 SEDLT 
 SELT 
 CEQ 

Graduate Skills 
mapping tool 

Course review 

Tracking of work 
performed on courses 

and programs 

Student 
ePortfolios 

 
 
Figure 1: Course and Program Management System 

102 



Proceedings of AUQF2009 

Course and Program Approval and Accreditation / Re-accreditation (CPA) 

The CPA sub-system facilitates the design and development of new programs and courses through a 
series of templates and embedded workflows. It uses the functionality of a Sharepoint 2007 
repository/database. The system allows for the development of course specification and business cases 
required for the range of accreditation bodies across the university. The system houses key documents 
required for the planning and review processes for both new programs and courses and the reaccreditation 
of those already in existence. All information is created in provided fields, within template documents 
referenced to standard libraries for items such as graduate skills (attributes), market related data and 
additional resources. Essentially whatever is associated with running a course at the university is captured 
in the CPA design. 

Course and Program Mapping (CPM) 

The data associated with all courses and programs are housed within a database, elements of which may 
be used to map features, such as graduate qualities, across a range of programs. This means that courses 
that are used in more than one program are appropriately tracked for any changes that will affect them all. 
Accordingly, when course related documents are prepared for accreditation in the CPA system, there are 
fields that are also used to create maps of key data such as which graduate qualities and skills are 
associated with which course. This may then be used to feed other systems. An example of how the 
mapping appears in a USQ course specification may be found in Figure 2, which illustrates a portion of a 
university Course Specification indicating to a student which assessment item (1) is assessing which 
Course Objective (2) and which graduate skills (3) are associated with the assessment. The skills are then 
identified/reinforced (4). 

 

31 2

4 

Figure 2: Assessment table and Graduate Skills portions from a USQ Course specification 
 
Once captured, the data can then be mapped to other systems. For example, when a student successfully 
completes an assessment item associated with a graduate skill it can be automatically identified in a 
student’s e-Portfolio, so that, by the time a student has completed a program, the e-portfolio has a map of 
the graduate skills each student has attained whilst studying their courses. This also assists students to 
achieve a whole-of-program focus when planning their studies. 

Course and Program Review (CPR) 

The CPR ‘closes the loop’ on courses or programs from student and staff perspectives. It addresses 
changes that may be required to a course or program based on student evaluations. It also facilitates staff 
review of the course or program utilising a template pre-populated with data such as retention and 
progression rates with associated qualitative questions that direct attention to features required in USQ 
curricula. Once these data are available in the CPR system, course and program teams can align necessary 
changes. For example, if the evaluation of a course highlights an assessment item that needs to be 
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changed, then consideration needs to be made of other assignments in the course and program and the 
alignment of graduate attributes and learning objectives. When a staff member changes anything within 
the system, an approval workflow is initiated that draws on the key mapped data, providing those 
responsible for approval a clear indication of the impact of any requested change. 
 
Data can also be made available to staff e-Portfolios from the CPR system. For example, when academic 

he CPR is designed to provide response data back to students. When a staff member has reviewed 

t the end of each semester students are asked to provide feedback about their courses. The last time this course was 

here were also areas previous students thought could be improved. As a result the teaching team has implemented 

LACE THIS TEXT 

our feedback is useful in guiding us: it confirms what we are doing well as teaching professionals, and clarifies 
is 

igure 4: The Response Template 

staff prepare for promotion or teaching excellence awards they can access key data from the CPR system 
to provide evidence to support their application. 
 
T
student evaluation of a course they may provide a response to students through the ‘Student Voice’ field 
(Figure 3). This will be achieved by using the functionality of the USQ Moodle learning management 
system (LMS) in association with the CPR. In simple terms, staff members have a facility to provide 
feedback to future students about what has been done to address students’ evaluation of courses and 
programs. 

 

 template response form has been developed (Figure 4). This feedback is then automatically linked to 

Figure 3: Student Voice in USQ Moodle LMS 
 
A
the ‘Feedback to You’ hyperlink found directly under the student voice icon in the Student Voice block in 
the LMS for all students enrolled in the course to see. This is currently being trialled in over 25 courses in 
Semester 1 2009. 
 
A
run students provided feedback about a number of issues. This feedback was positive in terms of: 

1. REPLACE THIS TEXT 
2. REPLACE THIS TEXT 
3. REPLACE THIS TEXT 

 
T
adjustments in the course, in order to improve your study experience this semester. The following adjustments have 
been made: 

1. REP
2. REPLACE THIS TEXT 
3. REPLACE THIS TEXT 

 
Y
areas where we can improve. At the end of this semester you will be asked for your feedback about the course. Th
space shows that this feedback will be considered and acted on. 
 
F
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Conclusion 

According to Harvey (2003), student feedback should provide internal information to guide a university’s 
continuous improvement work and external information for prospective students and stakeholders, for 
accountability and compliance requirements. USQ’s closing-the-loop strategy not only includes existing 
and potential students, key stakeholders, such as the University Learning and Teaching Committee and 
University Council, but also the teaching staff, who need the data to inform their teaching, assessment and 
curriculum design strategies, and to enhance their teaching practices (Richardson, 2005). Table 1 shows 
how the closing-the-loop will be rolled out when it is fully operational. 
 
Table 1: Closing the Loop Tactics 

Target Groups Closing the loop Medium 

Existing students Student Voices – in Moodle LMS 

Prospective students Handbook 

Teaching staff Course and Program Action Plans  

 Human Resources – performance review, promotions and 
teaching excellence awards 

Senior Management Learning and Teaching Committees  

 Faculty Learning and Teaching Action Plans 

 Strategic Plans 

Public/ General Audience USQ Web 

 
The CPR model was developed with the strategic view of producing meaningful participation in course 
and program evaluation for students and academic staff. It is systemic and locks in the use of data for 
improvement actions and communication of those actions as a routine part of the university’s daily work. 
It is currently at the pilot stage and use of the system for quality improvement and provision of feedback 
to students will be monitored as part of USQ’s drive to enhance learning and teaching scholarship. 
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