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A national student survey for the Italian higher education 
system

Serafina Pastore , Amelia Manuti  and Anna Fausta Scardigno 

Department of Education, Psychology, Communication, University of Bari Aldo Moro, Bari, Italy

ABSTRACT
Despite the strong criticisms, mass student surveys play an important 
role in the quality assurance process of national higher education sys-
tems. While some national higher education systems have a long history 
of using student surveys to inform teaching and course quality improve-
ment (e.g. the UK, Australia), in Italy, where the quality assurance system 
has been put in place at both state and institutional levels, a national 
student survey has never been implemented. As a consequence, higher 
education institutions have used, and still use, only student evaluations 
of teaching. If, on the one hand, these local surveys tend to overlap 
with the rationale and structure of a national survey, on the other hand, 
they prevent universities from comparing quality indicators. Given the 
strong drive to use student surveys as a quality assurance mechanism, 
the present article reports a study aimed to design and probe a new 
questionnaire to be used at the national level. A total of 572 final year 
students enrolled in a public university participated in the study. Data 
were examined using a principal component analysis. Study results could 
set the groundwork for a critical debate on changes and improvements 
in the quality assurance process.

Introduction

Over the past decades, mass student surveys have received considerable interest in the higher 
education context (Harvey 2003; Kane, Williams, and Cappuccini-Ansfield 2008; Gibbs 2010; 
Buckley 2012). Some higher education systems have a long history of using student surveys 
(Marsh, Overall, and Kesler 1979; Sadler 2017), and have regularly used them to inform teaching 
and course quality improvements (e.g. in Australia or the UK). Historically, student surveys ‘were 
introduced for various reasons relating to accountability, such as justifying the investment of 
public money and assuring the quality of provision to a range of stakeholders as well as con-
tributing to informing students regarding their choice of institution’ (Yorke 2013, 6). Generally 
identified as a proxy for teaching and learning quality, mass student surveys have dominated 
educational policy (and educational research) for years.

Addressing different aspects of student experience regarded as important (e.g. facilities, 
student service, learning resources), student surveys are crucial to gather valid and reliable 
evidence on the strengths and weaknesses of higher education institutions. Student surveys 
have been linked to quality assurance mechanisms and accreditation systems in order to enhance 
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the comparability and compatibility of higher education structures and processes across the 
world. Within the quality assurance framework, and through the harmonization inspired by the 
Bologna Process (Jungblut, Vukasovic, and Stensaker 2015; Maassen and Stensaker 2019), several 
efforts have been made to connect, in a coherent and balanced way, student feedback to 
course/program improvement (Harvey 2003; Maki 2015; Sadler 2017).

Despite the intrinsic limitations and strong criticisms addressed by different research studies 
(Yorke 2009; Richardson 2005, 2013; Tight 2013; Canning 2015; Arthur 2020; Borch, Sandvoll, 
and Torsten 2020), student satisfaction surveys still provide a gauge for universities to ascertain 
students’ satisfaction with their university experience; consequently, the debate on student 
surveys is still in great turmoil (Merry et al. 2013; Bell and Brooks 2018).

Entering this debate, the present paper reports on a validation study of a student survey in 
the Italian higher education context, where the lack of a national student survey represents a 
significant gap in the quality assurance system (especially in terms of comparable levels of 
quality across the country).

Quality assurance and student surveys

At the top of the policy agenda in many countries across Europe and beyond, quality in higher 
education has inspired a lively debate. Moving from the original attempts to define the multi-
faceted concept, the major efforts, over the last 20 years, have been directed towards the 
harmonization of different conceptualizations of quality, as well as towards the development 
of instruments to measure and monitor quality in the higher education contexts (Stensaker 
2008; Manatos, Sarrico, and Rosa 2017; De Vincenzi, Garau, and Guaglianone 2018; Borch 2020).

The impact of neo-liberalism and the emphasis on different aspects like efficiency, produc-
tivity, auditing and accounting have led to quality assurance being considered as a fundamental 
tool for higher education institutions (Amaral et al. 2009). At the same time, the recognition 
that quality assurance would/should lead higher education enhancement has raised a variety 
of perspectives about the relationship between quality assurance and quality enhancement (e.g. 
as distinct, even opposite, activities, in terms of progression, or as integral parts of the same 
process: Williams 2016; Tight 2020). If, on the one hand, academic staff (and students) made 
notable efforts to improve the quality of teaching and learning, on the other hand, it has to 
be recognized that higher education institutions have a considerable interest in the development 
and use of a wide range of measures of quality assurance. Concepts such as learning outcomes, 
labour outcomes and placement, student retention, and student satisfaction generally, have 
been recognized as evidence to be provided in institutional accountability (at national and 
international level), as well as for the improvement of higher education institutions at the micro 
and the meso levels.

In this framework, student surveys of their course experience in higher education, as pointed 
out by Howson and Buckley (2017), have dominated the policy sphere through league tables 
and key performance indicators (especially in some nationals like the UK). The universities’ need 
for insights into socio-economic, political and cultural impacts on students’ experience from 
their perspective has driven the development of student surveys. Thus, quality indicators for 
measurable performance outcomes, such as the student experience, perceptions or satisfaction, 
have been overlooked in the arguments about quality assurance. Indeed, over the years, student 
surveys have been widely criticized, problematized in terms of validity, reliability and gender 
bias (Yorke 2009; Richardson 2005, 2013), and sometimes radically reviewed (e.g. in the UK in 
2007 and then in 2018).

While recent research suggests new approaches to assess teaching quality (Kane et al. 2013), 
some theoretical and practical issues still remain unresolved (e.g. the overlapping focus on 
teacher efficacy, student perceptions or student satisfaction). Furthermore, the intrinsic limitations 
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of the measurement of satisfaction via student feedback survey have to be acknowledged: 
students’ satisfaction with their educational experience, similarly to customer satisfaction, is the 
result of a complex set of factors (personal perceptions, conceptions, assumptions). Recent 
studies point to how feedback, on the backdrop of the quality assurance process, still represents 
one of the most problematic aspects of students’ university experience. At the same time, 
feedback is a tricky task for teachers because, even though they recognize its utility, they often 
do not use feedback to review their instructional practice (Bell and Brooks 2018).

The recent shift in the conceptualization of feedback has led to radical review of assessment 
and feedback practices focusing on teacher and student feedback literacy (Carless and Boud 
2018; Dawson, Carless, and Lee 2021). However, there are some other issues to be thoroughly 
considered with the feedback gathered through student surveys (Richardson 2005): it is import-
ant to clearly define how feedback will be interpreted and used; if the feedback will be made 
public or not; and to what extent students are involved in the feedback process. Some studies 
maintain that students do not understand the rationale of this process and therefore have 
troubles using and contextualizing feedback information (Alderman, Towers, and Bannah 2012; 
Porter 2011). Another important issue is related to the administration time of student surveys: 
while research evidence clearly shows how the immediacy of feedback positively impacts on 
teachers’ and students’ responsiveness, as well as on their perceptions of feedback usefulness 
(Merry et al. 2013; Dawson, Carless, and Lee 2021), the use of student evaluations as summative 
measures for quality assurance is persistent.

Despite the problems, the concerns and the criticalities highlighted by the literature, and 
despite the lack of consensus among scholars and practitioners, student surveys remain the 
tool most utilized in quality assurance systems in higher education. Policymakers, university 
managers and academics, and sometimes public opinion, consider student surveys, and therefore 
student evaluations, as the most important indicators for educational quality. Not surprisingly, 
demands for students to provide feedback about the different aspects of the academic expe-
rience have increased and led to more evaluation activities, as well as to more emphasis on 
expectations related to evaluations and to their impact on educational policies (Saunders 2011).

While using student evaluations or student feedback as summative measures to determine 
retention, promotion and teaching competence, or as a formative tool for the improvement of 
teaching and learning (Alzafari and Kratzer 2019; Darwin 2021), is a matter of concern, in Italy 
the debate on this topic is almost silent and student evaluations appear to be less used than 
expected. If, on the one hand, student evaluations have formally allowed each higher education 
institution to collect evidence on their students’ experience regarding teaching and learning 
and act accordingly in order to improve their offer, on the other hand, the lack of a national 
student survey has hindered the comparison of institutions and programs and led to an unbal-
anced quality assurance system in Italy. To address this gap, the current study reports the 
development of a national student survey.

The Italian higher education system and the quality assurance process

Student evaluations of teaching and programmes were introduced in the Italian higher education 
system in the early 1990s. However, they became a central part of the quality assurance system 
in 2010 when the University Reform Law introduced a quality assurance system clearly aligned 
with the Bologna Process. This evaluation system is aimed to ensure a continuous improvement 
of educational quality through systematic documentation and monitoring of teaching, research 
and management of higher education institutions across the country (Figure 1).

In this framework, student ratings of teaching have been progressively recognized as one of 
the most effective mechanisms to improve and shape the quality of teaching and courses. With 
the implementation of the quality assurance process, since 2012–2013 the National Agency for 
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Table 1. C ore dimensions of the Italian student evaluation survey.
Teaching quality Teacher quality Student interest

1.  �Adequacy of rudiments and prior 
knowledge for new learning

2.  Study load in terms of credits
3.  Adequacy of teaching material
4.  �Clarity in the description of 

assessment of learning methods

5.  Observance of lesson times
6.  Students’ motivation
7.  �Clarity in the communication/explanation
8.  �Usefulness of supplementary educational 

activities
9.  �Correctness of the information reported 

on the web site of the degree course
10.  �Availability to provide to students 

further clarifications and explanations

11.  �Students’ interest for topics/
subject matter

the Assurance of Higher Education and Research (ANVUR) has created a student questionnaire 
(with 11 questions) focused on three main dimensions: teaching quality, teacher quality and 
student interest (Table 1).

This survey was purposed to:

•	 gather information to improve teaching practices;
•	 evaluate teaching quality;
•	 inform stakeholders for university evaluation.

The original aim of the survey was to allow a comparison of institutions and programmes 
at national level in terms of external mechanism of the quality assurance process (Harvey 2006). 
However, higher education institutions have had the chance to freely change the original 11 
questions. Thus, each higher education institution progressively introduced new and different 
questions focused on aspects such as academic support, organization, management and learning 
facilities. The common body of questions (and therefore of comparable indicators of quality 
across the country) disappeared. Even though the structure of these surveys is more similar to 
a national student survey than to a local student evaluation of teaching, the data have been 
used only at local level.

While in other higher education systems student evaluations of teaching are differentiated 
(e.g. in the UK the National Student Survey gathers final year undergraduates opinions about 
their university experience, and student evaluation of teaching through the Teaching Excellence 

Figure 1. T he quality assurance process in the Italian higher education system.
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Framework assesses the quality of teaching in higher education institutions), in Italy there has 
been a conflation of two different questionnaires (the national student survey and the student 
evaluation of teaching) in one survey. The local surveys, developed on the model of the national 
student survey, have a variable structure across higher education institutions and generate data 
useful only for internal evaluation. The lack of an empirical basis for assessing the impact of 
quality changes in higher education institutions impedes a reasonable comparison across the 
country and time.

These surveys are administrated not only to final year students, but to all students enrolled 
in graduate and post-graduate courses. Therefore, students had (and still have) to fill in the 
same questionnaire for each teaching module/course they attended: the survey is mandatory 
for all students before an examination. The over-production of student evaluations, as well 
as deficiencies in the data collected, has resulted in the data gathered being not really 
informative and useful for quality assurance at local and national levels. While these surveys 
were focused on teaching, the information gathered on other dimensions were not compa-
rable between different institutions across the country. The lack of accurate and robust 
evidence deeply impacted the quality assurance process (Beecham 2009; Kelly 2012; 
Hornstein 2017).

The lack of teaching standards in Italy, as well as the lack of a framework for teaching quality 
(like the Teaching Excellence Framework in England) makes it very difficult to interpret gathered 
data and to take reasoned, defensible choices about improvement actions at course, programme 
and institution levels. Over the last years, ANVUR has tried to review its student survey, reducing 
the 11 questions, differentiating between students who have or have not attended courses, 
and changing the rating scale for student satisfaction. These changes, however, have not recon-
sidered the rationale and the structure of the survey; therefore, a national student survey for 
the Italian higher education system is still missing. The present study aims to develop a national 
student survey for the Italian higher education system.

The validation study

A comparative analysis of the National Student Survey (UK) and the Course Experience Questionnaire 
(Australia) was carried out. The National Student Survey (NSS), launched in 2005 in the UK, is 
carried out in the final year of undergraduate study. It is based on the Course Experience 
Questionnaire (CEQ), the annual government-mandated survey sent to the previous year’s grad-
uating students. The Australian higher education system has a long history of collecting student 
satisfaction surveys: student evaluations, indeed, have been regularly used to inform teaching 
and course quality improvements since the 1970s (Marsh, Overall, and Kesler 1979).

Despite the methodological criticisms (e.g. what is actually measured, the use of only positive 
questions), the NSS and the CEQ are used to inform student choice, quality assurance and 
quality enhancement. Therefore, they were used in the current study to guide the survey 
development.

The NSS questionnaire was changed in 2017: the number of questions has been reduced 
and new sections (i.e. learning community and student voice) have been added. The CEQ, since 
2016, was included in the Graduate Outcomes Survey (GOS). This national survey of the Australian 
Government Department of Education and Training is purposed to collect information on grad-
uates’ labour market outcomes and further study activities.

NSS and CEQ target different thematic areas (Table 2): while the NSS has currently 28 core 
questions, the CEQ, which originally comprised 25 items, has now 19. Both surveys include a 
global measure of satisfaction with the course and ask to students to express their agreement 
on a five-point scale.

This analysis highlights the need for a survey that could balance organizational and mana-
gerial elements, as well as those aspects related to the most innovative dimensions of the 
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Table 3. I talian national survey dimensions.

Course organization
Assessment of learning and 

quality assurance Learning support
Learning 
resources Dublin descriptors

8 items:
Teaching organization 

and management 
aspects (program, 
syllabus, information 
on the web site) in 
terms of coherence 
between what has 
been communicated 
and what has been 
realized during the 
course/module

8 items:
Assessment criteria, 

modalities, strategies, 
feedback practice for the 
quality assurance process 
and for the improvement 
of student learning

5 items:
Student workload;
hands-outs, materials 

for students;
teacher availability;
tutor and other 

services for 
support student 
learning

4 items:
spaces, libraries, 

learning tools, 
ICT, etc.

4 items:
Student perception 

of learning 
activities 
meaningfulness,

usefulness of 
contents, 
knowledge, and 
learning outcomes

teaching-learning aspects, such as the Dublin Descriptors. In the Bologna Process the Dublin 
Descriptors are generic statements on typical expectations of achievements and abilities asso-
ciated with awards: these statements are extremely relevant in the instructional design phase 
(i.e. program, course or module) and in the assessment of student learning outcomes.

The new survey is made up of 29 items related to five different dimensions (Table 3):

•	 course organization (8 items);
•	 assessment and quality assurance (8 items);
•	 learning support (5 items);
•	 learning resources (4 items);
•	 Dublin descriptors (4 items).

The validation study was conducted in one university. The survey was preliminary subject 
to review by five experts in the quality assurance field. The content validity ratios (CVRs, Lawshe 
1975) were computed. The results showed satisfactory substantive agreement and positive CVRs: 
then the questionnaire, with the 29 statements listed in a random order, was sent to 572 final 
year students enrolled in different bachelor’s and master’s degree courses.

The survey was administrated through a Moodle e-learning platform. Students were invited 
to fill in personal information (e.g. age, gender, year of enrolment) where requested, and to 
express their agreement with a range of statements about their learning experience during the 
course attended using a 4-point Likert scale (from 1 = completely disagree to 4 = completely 
agree). Students were informed about the aims of the study and were assured of anonymity, 
they voluntarily consented to participate according to the ethical guidelines required by law. 
All forms were valid for data processing.

A principal component analysis (PCA) was performed on students’ scores on the five scales 
to assess the structure of measures developed and to reduce its dimensions. Before running the 
analysis, assumptions were checked by looking at the Kaiser Meyer Olkin test (>.09) and at the 
Bartlett test (χ = 2714.4; p = .000) and both indices were good. Commonalities were also assessed. 

Table 2. S tudent evaluations surveys: a comparison.
National Student Survey Course Experience Questionnaire

•	 The teaching on my course (4 items)
•	 Learning Opportunities (3 items)
•	 Assessment and Feedback (4 items)
•	 Academic Support (3 items)
•	 Organisation and Management (3 items)
•	 Learning Resources (3 items)
•	 Learning Community (2 items)
•	 Student Voice (6 items)

•	 Overall Satisfaction (1 item)
•	 Good Teaching Scale (6 items)
•	 Generic Skills Scale (6 items)
•	 Graduate Qualities Scale (6 items)
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Factors with eigenvalues equal or greater than one and loadings equal or greater than 0.5 were 
considered and retained. Intercorrelations between the items showed values greater than .25, 
therefore Oblimin rotation with Kaiser normalisation was chosen assuming consistent relations 
between the dimensions investigated. Table 4 shows the matrix with factor loadings.

Descriptive analysis, means, standard deviations and Cronbach alpha for all dimensions are 
shown in Table 5. Internal consistency of the whole scale was assessed with the Cronbach alpha 
showing a positive value (α = .93).

Results

Table 6 shows the new factorial structure deriving from PCA and retaining 23 out of 29 items. 
Five factors were found accounting for the 63.6% of the total variance.

Factor one was labelled ‘course organization’. It originally contained eight items but only five of 
them originally loaded under this factor. This factor accounts for the basic aspects that are most 
important when considering the organization of the course from the student perspective (e.g. the 
teaching schedule, the possibility to receive from the teacher information about the course). It is 
interesting to note that two items that were initially coded as part of the learning support (‘The 
teacher was available during the reception hours’ and ‘The teacher was available to communicate through 
email’) were significantly associated with the organization of teaching activities in the course.

Table 4. I talian student survey: items frequency (percentage distribution of responses).
A. Course organization 1 2 3 4

1. The organization of this course was sustainable for me 41.3 27.3 10.1 9.5
2. The teaching schedule was respected 2.3 13.6 46.7 25.6
3. Likely changes in the teaching activities were effectively communicated 4.8 12.6 33.7 20.7
4. The teacher arose my interest for his/her subject matter 6.6 25 28.4 18
5. The teacher clearly communicated the topic of his/her lesson 6 18.2 34.6 20.9
6. The teacher gave further explanations, if required 6 18.2 43 20.9
7. The course was aligned with the syllabus 4.9 16.1 42.2 24.4
8. Other teaching activities (e.g. seminars, case-studies, work-groups, etc.) were useful for 

the preparation of the exam
5 15.4 29.4 17

B. Assessment of learning and quality assurance
9. The teacher clearly defined his/her assessment modalities 3.7 16.1 42.8 74.6
10. The teacher explained what he/she expected as learning outcomes 2.9 13.4 57.8 28.9
11. The teacher explained the criteria he/she would have used for grading 7 21.8 26 26.6
12. The assessment criteria were reported in the syllabus 6 14.1 35.3 25.3
13. During the course, there were interim assessments 12.2 25.6 28.1 14.5
14. During the course, I was allowed to give a feedback to my teacher 11.2 22.3 32.8 13.2
15. The teacher considered my feedback after the course to revise his/her practice 12.8 14.3 9.7 15.5
16. My feedback was used to improve the course 9.7 18 10.1 25.8
C. Learning support
17. The study workload of this course was proportional to the university credits 11.4 13.8 16.3 9.5
18. The teaching material (e.g. hands-out and supplementary readings) was adequate to 

prepare the exam
17.8 20.9 26.7 6.8

19. The teacher was available during the reception hours 16.5 21.5 25 8.5
20. The teacher was available to communicate through email 19.4 20.7 22.9 8.3
21. During the course, I relied upon some student services (e.g. tutorship, mentoring, 

peer to peer learning)
8.7 19 31 13.6

D. Learning resources
22. The learning space in the classroom was adequate 16.5 21.5 25 8.5
23. Other learning spaces (e.g. library, laboratories, study rooms, pc stations) were adequate 16.7 23.6 22.7 9.3
24. ICT supported my learning 13.6 23.3 17.8 11.2
25. My previous knowledge was sufficient to understand the contents of this course 5 14.7 29.3 21.7
E. Dublin descriptors
26. This course helped me to learn useful theoretical contents for my future profession 5 14.7 29.3 21.7
27. This course helped me to gain precious knowledge for my future profession 7.6 18.4 26.2 18.6
28. This course helped me to learn how to make critical judgements for my future profession 7.6 20 28.7 14.5
29. This course helped me to learn communication and life-long learning skills useful for 

my future profession
15.1 24.6 24 6.8
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Table 5. M eans, standard deviation, Cronbach alpha, correlations (N = 175).
Variables Mean (SD) 1 2 3 4 5

1. Course organization 3.31 (0.47) (α = 0.85)
2. Assessment of learning and quality assurance 3.14 (0.53) 0.473** (α = 0.82)
3. Feedback learning and support 3.23 (0.51) 0.531** 0.511** (α = 0.67)
4. Learning resources 2.86 (0.55) 0.600** 0.562** 0.660** (α = 0.61)
5. Learning experience 3.20 (0.54) 0.604** 0.384** 0.466** 0.549** (α = 0.85)
*p < 0.001 (2-tailed)
**p < 0.005 (2-tailed).

Table 6.  Principal factor analysis on student survey.

Course 
organization

Assessment of 
learning and 

quality assurance

Student feedback 
and teaching 

practice
Learning 
resources

Learning 
experience

The teacher was available during the 
reception hours

.812

The teacher was available to communicate 
through email

.759

The teacher gave further explanations, if 
required

.703

The teaching schedule was respected .671
The course was aligned with the syllabus .666
Likely changes in the teaching activities were 

effectively communicated
.621

The teacher clearly communicated the topic of 
his/her lesson

.615

The teacher explained what he/she expected 
as learning outcomes

.881

The teacher explained the criteria he/she 
would have used for grading

.837

The teacher clearly defined his/her assessment 
modalities

.792

The assessment criteria were reported in the 
syllabus

.738

The teacher considered my feedback after the 
course to revise his/her practice

.862

My feedback was used to improve the course .814
During the course, I was allowed to give a 

feedback to my teacher
.798

The study workload of this course was 
proportional to the university credits

.771

During the course, I relied upon some student 
services (e.g. tutorship, mentoring, peer to 
peer learning)

.742

The organization of this course was 
sustainable for me

.726

My previous knowledge was sufficient to 
understand the contents of this course

.673

This course helped me to gain precious 
knowledge for my future profession

.905

This course helped me to learn useful 
theoretical contents for my future profession

.831

This course helped me to learn how to make 
critical judgements for my future profession

.826

Other teaching activities (e.g. seminars, 
case-studies, work-groups, etc.) were useful 
for the preparation of the exam

.608

This course helped me to learn 
communication and life-long learning skills 
useful for my future profession

.607

Oblimin rotated solution (Kaiser normalization).
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Factor two was labelled ‘assessment of learning and quality assurance’. It also initially encom-
passed eight items but the PCA reduced them to four. In this dimension we found items related 
to students’ perception of what is expected from them in terms of quality of the learning outcomes 
and criteria for the assessment of learning (e.g. ‘The teacher explained what in terms of your learning 
he/she will assess’; ‘The teacher explained which criteria he/she will use for grading’; ‘The teacher clearly 
defined his/her assessment modalities’; ‘The assessment criteria were reported in the syllabus’). These 
items are clearly aligned with the idea that assessment is a quality assurance mechanism and 
that formal requirements are relevant in terms of transparency, rigor, and course quality.

This structure shows also that probably the concept of assessment is much more focused 
on the need for students to understand what teachers want from them rather than giving 
feedback to their mentors. The item ‘During the course, there were interim assessments’ was dis-
carded. The last three items (‘The teacher considered my feedback’; ‘My feedback was used to 
improve the course’, and ‘During the course I was allowed to give a feedback to my teacher’) were 
split out from this factor. In the new structure, these items refer to the possibility to give feed-
back to the teacher to improve the course and teaching practices. The third factor was therefore 
re-labelled ‘Student feedback and teaching practice’.

Factor four was re-labelled ‘learning resources’. This dimension, in the new structure, is com-
posed by four items related to the affordances that students have in the academic context (e.g. 
tutorship, mentorship), as well as to the proportionality of study workload to the university 
credits. It is interesting that this dimension encompassed an item originally in the ‘course orga-
nization’ dimension (‘The organization of this course was sustainable for me’), and another one 
that referred to a basic personal learning resource namely previous knowledge (‘My previous 
knowledge was sufficient to understand the contents of this course’) that contributed to reassure 
students about the possibility to overcome difficulties.

The last dimension that was originally linked to the ‘Dublin Descriptors’ was renamed ‘learning 
experience’ and evoked the significance of university experience (through different teaching 
activities) as a privileged context to gain knowledge and to develop skills that could be poten-
tially useful for the professional future (e.g. ‘This course helped me to gain precious knowledge for 
my future profession’; ‘This course helped me to learn useful theoretical contents for my future pro-
fession’; ‘This course helped me to learn how to make critical judgements for my future profession’).

In the new structure of the student survey, it is interesting to note the reduction of the 
items originally under the scale ‘assessment of learning and quality assurance’. The more formal 
aspects of quality assurance are clearly shifted from the role that assessment and feedback 
have for student learning.

Another interesting aspect is related to the new dimension in this version of the student 
survey: the section dedicated to a re-elaboration of the Dublin descriptors in terms of learning 
experience. This dimension was designed and included in the survey to understand if students, 
after almost a decade of the Dublin descriptors introduction to the Italian higher education 
system, have become more familiar with a different way of conceiving and practicing the 
teaching and learning process. Students demonstrated their understanding of the rationale of 
this educational innovation and considered the aspects related to the quality of higher education 
in terms of what they expect to learn and to acquire for their future professional life. This 
should be an aspect to be considered in the design of more responsive national student surveys.

Limitations

Although the findings of the PCA showed sound and reliable measures, some limitations must 
be discussed.

Firstly, due to the reduced sample and to the contextualized nature and the cross-sectional 
design of the study, no formal generalization is possible. However, it would be of interest to 
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know whether similar results would be found in other universities in the Italian higher education 
context. Future research is needed to investigate if, and to what extent, the results of this study 
could be extended. Moreover, further item analyses are also needed to improve the quality and 
the accuracy of the measures, and their external and concurrent validity: thus, a replication 
study is highly encouraged. This is a required step to enhance not only the quality of higher 
education but also to ensure a more coherent and cohesive system in Italy.

Despite the numerous criticisms related to national student surveys, without a survey designed 
to compare higher education institutions the risk to use different measures for different objects 
is high, as well as the risk to use existing student course evaluations for ranking institutions 
instead of improving course quality (internal evaluation).

Secondly, qualitative research would be helpful to investigate if, and to what extent, aspects 
and factors defined in the proposed survey might impact student perception of quality in the 
higher education field.

Conclusions

In the accountability era, a wide range of practices and strategies has been developed to assess, 
measure, rank and improve higher education institutions (Bamber and Anderson 2012; Wright and 
Jenkins-Guarnieri 2012; Yorke 2013). In this framework, ‘informal discussion or conversations; formal 
qualitative sessions, such as focus groups, facilitate discussions or suggestion boxes; representative 
or consultative committees; questionnaires’ (Harvey 2003, 3) are some of the strategies most utilized 
and embedded in higher education. However, the primary data sources for evaluation, national 
benchmarking and decision-making in higher education remain student evaluations. The aim of 
these evaluations is to measure lecturers’ performance and document student experiences, allowing 
the comparison of standards across a university (Arthur 2020). Over the years, extensive research 
has been undertaken under this mechanism of quality assurance based on student opinions.

In the Italian higher education system, the lack of educational research on this field and the 
lack of a national student survey led to the development and use of multiple versions of student 
evaluations of teaching. While the lack of professional standards for teachers and academic staff 
impedes the use of student evaluations for appraisal purposes (e.g. tenure/promotion decisions), 
data gathered through these evaluations are not a robust and comparable measure of higher 
education institutions quality.

The present study has tried to fill this gap, shedding light on the use of students’ surveys 
for quality assurance in Italy: these findings can be helpful to better understand incongruences 
and criticalities in the quality assurance process. Moreover, these study results can inform quality 
assurance practice encouraging ANVUR and the Italian universities in a deep revision of quality 
assurance mechanisms including the student survey.

Finally, although the context of this paper is the Italian higher education system, it has 
relevance to the international debate on teaching, learning and assessment practices in the 
higher education context. Embedding quality into higher education institutions is a challenging 
matter given the complexity of the higher education environment. The changing context of 
European higher education (especially after the Covid-19 pandemic) raises a host of important 
considerations for quality assurance.

The responses to questions related to the accuracy, consistency and applicability of the 
national student survey could instigate a reflection on convergences and discrepancies that 
appear across the policy documents, the practice of quality assurance and the current needs 
of higher education institutions. Cross-national studies are necessary to understand the chal-
lenges to quality in the European higher education area and the ways to overcome them.

This study provides a basis for more research that may support educational policy-makers and 
educational practitioners for quality enhancement in the European higher education context.
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