FOCUS ON HEALTH PROFESSIONAL EDUCATION: A MULTI-DISCIPLINARY JOURNAL

VOL. 17, NO. 2, 2016

Innovative Teaching

and Learning Project
(ITLP)

80
ISSN 1442-1100



FOCUS ON HEALTH PROFESSIONAL EDUCATION: A MULTI-DISCIPLINARY JOURNAL VOL. 17, NO. 2, 2016

Student feedback on learning and teaching;:
The value of focus groups

S. Edgar & W. Gibson

Keywords: student evaluation; feedback; focus groups.

Introduction

Traditional methods of student feedback at both individual unit and program
level consist of a range of online or paper survey instruments. Frequent systematic
evaluations of this nature are carried out by all higher education institutions to meet
quality assurance requirements. Evaluation reports, alongside students’ evaluations of
teaching effectiveness (SETs) also provide evidence for academic tenure and promotion.
Likert-style survey items with limited open-ended response categories are often used
for student feedback on survey instruments. Feedback is generally categorised by
content, resources and organisation of the unit as well as evaluating the learning and
teaching activities and quality of delivery. Feedback is often undertaken just prior to
or immediately upon completion of a unit of study, thus little is gained regarding the
longer-term outcomes, as perceived by students, from the whole of unit experience.
Therefore, it may be questioned whether current feedback systems provide timely,
detailed information that ultimately enhances future student learning.

The literature presents varied arguments on the role, process and perceived benefits of
SETs. It includes evidence that feedback of this nature, in isolation, is not useful for
improving teacher effectiveness, whereas SETs combined with external consultation
has been shown to improve outcomes (Marsh, 2007). This has led us to consider
whether unit evaluation processes, in isolation of additional consultation, are optimal
for improving unit offerings and subsequent student learning.
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The recent development of the Australian University Teaching Criteria and Standards
Framework by the five Western Australian universities identified “student feedback from
focus groups” along with “student feedback derived from external independent evaluation”
as indicative evidence under the teaching criterion “design and planning of learning
activities” (Office of Teaching and Learning, 2014). Focus group feedback from students
is not a new form of unit evaluation, although previous studies have highlighted the issue
of including this type of process within unit offerings, with student feedback subject to the
“Hawthorne effect” (Hamilton, Pritchard, Welsh, Potter, & Michael, 2002). Pritchard,
Potter and Saccucci (2009) overcame this issue through conducting focus groups at the
end of unit completion, building on feedback gained throughout the unit. Exemplars of
the focus group process, including a framework for unit review, are not available in the
literature to date. The authors developed Figure 1 in response to this identified need.

Innovation

The aim of this project was to develop a framework (Figure 1) for educators to utilise
when conducting student focus groups to review higher education units. Focus group
feedback sessions were designed following an identified need for further qualitative

Unit Structure
e Timetabling
e |earning management system
e Access to staff

Teaching and Learning Activities

e Quantity/volume

e Level(i.e., appropriate to year level within the program)

e (Content:
- Progression of topics with links to unit outcomes (i.e., relevant teaching and learning

activities per area)

- Effective (in developing understanding of the area)
- Engaging (interesting/stimulating)
- Appropriate resources to support the content

Assessment
¢ Weighting of tasks
e Tasks matched to learning outcomes (i.e., did the assessment assist with developing
knowledge/skills in the area)
e Tasks matched to teaching and learning activities

Overview
e (larity of unit: Flow from learning outcomes to content to assessment
e \What did the students feel were the outcomes for the unit—can they articulate these?
- Any perceived differences or discrepancies from the unit learning outcomes?
e What do we KEEP—what is worthwhile and helpful about the unit?
e What do we START—what should we implement or change or alter?
e \What do we STOP—what didn't work, didn't result in learning or was too complex?

Figure 1. Focus group framework for unit review.
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review of learning outcomes and experiences from physiotherapy students within the
School of Physiotherapy at The University of Notre Dame Australia. Each 1-hour focus
group was undertaken during the semester following completion of the unit and run
by two academic staff members who are not involved in teaching. Between six and
eight students were randomly selected to attend from within each band of achievement
following unit completion: pass, credit, distinction and high distinction. As students
were randomly allocated from achievement bands to ensure a cross-section of learner
feedback, focus group participants varied between unit reviews within each year group.

Ethical approval was not required in the development of the focus group framework
with focus groups up to this point being run as feedback sessions for quality assurance
purposes in an effort to enhance future student learning.

Evaluation method

Six unit reviews have been conducted thus far with the process received positively by unit
coordinators and students. Following completion of each review, a summary document
was provided to the unit coordinator with recommendations under each section of the
framework. Changes could then be implemented at the unit coordinator’s discretion
prior to teaching the next cohort of students. Learning outcomes reported have altered
the emphasis and delivery of some aspects of curriculum. One example was the review
of a “complex cases” final-year unit. Eight graduates attended the focus group, held 2
months after graduation. Graduates valued the learning gained from a group assignment
that brought together clinical education experiences and complex clinical reasoning
development. Discussions highlighted the lack of specific feedback to the whole year
group on the clinical cases presented. The recommendation from the focus group was
for more timely relevant feedback to the whole year group to consolidate and strengthen
learning outcomes. Thus, the next cohort of final-year physiotherapy students were
provided with an additional on-campus feedback session following completion of the
assignment. Students relished the new format and the opportunity to ask questions and
engage with teaching staff in this informal feedback environment.

Outcomes

It would be counterproductive to measure the outcome of focus groups with the same
teaching evaluations and unit content evaluations that explore the quality of teaching and
content, more than reported student learning. However, unit content evaluations over
time may provide some measure of student satisfaction with improvements made in direct
response to issues identified. Changes year to year have been reported for units reviewed in
this manner. One unit reviewed by request of the unit coordinator noted improvements
with the student satisfaction rating increasing from 85.4% in 2013 to 97.9% in 2014.

What next?

The current focus groups have been conducted as an opt-in opportunity for staff to gain
further feedback on the learning outcomes of students within their units. This process will
be continued, and with further dissemination of the framework, it is envisaged that other
programs and disciplines may adopt this feedback method to enhance student learning.
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