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Review of Module Evaluation Questionnaires 

Background 

1. In 2011 the University agreed that work should be undertaken to review its current 
approach to Module Evaluation Questionnaires (MEQs).  The primary motivations for this 
work were: 

a. The expectation, as set out in the Government White Paper Higher Education: 
Students at the Heart of the System, that by 2013/14 all higher education providers 
will publish on their websites summaries of their internal student evaluation surveys.  
Currently there is significant variation across the University in the content and format 
of student questionnaires as departments have the flexibility to design module and 
programme questionnaires within the broad framework set out by University policy. It 
is therefore necessary to consider greater standardisation of the content and format 
of MEQs across the University in order to enable a larger degree of comparability 
between departments of the information to be provided to students and potential 
students via the summary reports.  Mechanisms will also need to be put in place to 
manage the process of publishing MEQ results in a way that minimises the additional 
administrative burden for the University. 

b. The expression at Education Committee of some concerns regarding the perceived 
disparity between the requirements of the promotion criteria and the format and 
content of the MEQs operated by a number of departments.  These concerns were in 
part the result of a misinterpretation of the promotion criteria requirements, which 
asked for evidence of MEQ data for individual members of staff where available and 
suggested a number of alternative sources of evidence.  There was nevertheless felt 
to be a need to consider this issue further, and to include within this consideration of 
how to support comparative analysis of MEQ results across departments 

2. Preparatory work on this subject was undertaken by Deputy Chair of Education 
Committee and the Academic Support Office, following which a consultation paper 
setting out proposed key principles for the use of MEQs was approved by QSSC and 
Education Committee as the basis of a University-wide consultation.  This paper sets out 
the results of this consultation exercise, and makes final recommendations for 
consideration by Education Committee for recommendation to Senate. 

Consultation exercise 

3. The consultation report issued to FECs in January 2012 is available at 
http://www.dur.ac.uk/resources/academicsupport.office/committees/FEC/AH/PG/local/EC
AHSCPG1130.pdf .  The proposals in this paper were as follows: 

a. Standard question set: develop a standard MEQ template including a set number of 
multiple choice and free-text questions that must be used in all questionnaires. This 
will enable a greater degree of comparability between departments’ MEQ results, and 
provide more consistent information to support the production of summaries of 
internal surveys for external publication. The standard question set should include 
questions on the teaching performance of individual members of staff contributing to 
each module. This will enable departments to gather evidence of academic staff 
members’ teaching performance for use in progression and promotion. 

b. Optional department-specific questions: the importance of flexibility for departments 
to customise MEQs to explore module-, programme- or departmental-specific issues 
that may arise is recognised. In addition to the standard question set to be used in all 
MEQs, departments should also be able to add a small number of additional 
questions tailored to the module under review or any specific issues they may wish to 
investigate. These additional questions could either be selected from a centrally 
maintained bank of approved questions or departments would be able to design their 



Review of Module Evaluation Questionnaires 

Academic Support Office  Page 3 of 12 

own questions.  The number of additional questions would be subject to a limit, to 
mitigate the danger of survey fatigue resulting from overly long questionnaires. 

c. Standard grading scale: a standard grading scale should be introduced for all MEQs 
to further support the need for increased comparability between departmental MEQ 
results. This grading scale should be based on the NSS grading scale1 in order to 
familiarise students with the format of the NSS, and allow triangulation of internal and 
external survey results to support quality enhancement. 

d. Management of MEQs:  analysis and consideration of MEQ results should take place 
at departmental level.  A central electronic system for administering, managing and 
analysing MEQs (for example administered through duo) should be available.  This 
system would also provide the summaries of internal surveys for publication that the 
University will be required to make available from 2013/14.  Departments should not 
be required to use this system, but if they decided not to do so they would be 
responsible for ensuring that their MEQ results could be accessed by a central 
support service to facilitate the production of the summary reports for publication. 

e. Publication of internal survey results:  in order to minimise the burdens on academic 
departments, managing the publication of these summaries (once the precise 
external requirements have been defined) should be the responsibility of a relevant 
professional support service(s). 

Results of consultation exercise 

4. The feedback from FECs is set out in full in Annex 1.  Overall this feedback was 
positive.  This section of the report identifies and considers the main issues arising from 
the responses to the consultation exercise. 

Feedback on individual teaching staff 

5. The most significant policy issue raised in the consultation was the strong view of the 
Arts and Humanities FEC (Undergraduate) that MEQs should not be designed to allow 
students to give feedback on the teaching of individual members of staff, as the purpose 
of MEQs was to evaluate modules not staff.  The committee’s view was that there were 
‘more appropriate ways of evaluating teaching performance’.  It is undoubtedly true that 
one of the functions of MEQs is to evaluate modules, and that there are other 
appropriate ways of evaluating teaching performance in addition to questionnaire results.  
Indeed the University’s promotion criteria explicitly recognise that MEQ data is only one 
example of the range of evidence that can be presented to demonstrate excellence in 
teaching.  The University has, however, identified a concern about the inconsistency 
within promotion processes of the evidence that is drawn from MEQs and a resulting 
need to address this issue, and overall feedback on Proposal a. was positive. 

6. It would be possible to accept Proposal a. in the consultation report while ensuring that 
MEQ data on individual staff members was used alongside other evidence relating to the 
effectiveness of teaching, and to ensure that consideration of MEQ results took account 
of the fact that ‘student satisfaction did not necessarily correlate with excellent learning 
and teaching’ [Arts and Humanities FEC (Postgraduate)].  There is also a need, 
identified by the Social Sciences and Health FEC (Postgraduate), to agree an 
appropriate threshold at which a member of staff’s contribution to a module was such 
that MEQ feedback should be sought on their contribution.  Proposal a. should therefore 
be amended to address these issues.  It should also be revised to note, as suggested by 
the Science FEC (Undergraduate) that as any revised arrangements for MEQs are put in 
place there will be a need for Human Resources Steering Group to review the guidance 

                                                 
1 Definitely agree, mostly agree, neither agree nor disagree, mostly disagree, definitely 

disagree. 
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on promotion applications to ensure that this remains aligned to the University’s practice 
on MEQs. 

Online delivery 

7. The consultation paper proposed that a central online system be made available for the 
administration and management of MEQs, a system which departments would be 
permitted to use but would not required to use.  Two FECs raised concerns about the 
use of such online delivery systems, noting that experience had been that response 
rates for hard copy questionnaires was often higher than for their online equivalent.  The 
existence of such anecdotal evidence is clear, and one FEC queried whether this was 
linked to the specific, duo-based system the University had developed to deliver MEQs.  
Achieving reasonable response rates for MEQs is essential if they are to be valid, but it 
is also the case that several departments are supportive of the availability of a system to 
administer and manage MEQs online.  It is therefore suggested that Proposal b. be 
amended to remove any references to duo, and that if the proposals are approved the 
implementation phase of this project should scope out all potential modes of delivering 
MEQs to see whether central support/provision should also be made for hard copy 
MEQs. 

Standard grading scale 

8. Education Committee supported the introduction of a standard grading scale for all 
MEQs based on that used in the NSS, but requested that a ‘no opinion’ option should 
also be introduced in order to yield higher quality data. Proposal c. has been revised to 
this effect.   

Implementation issues 

9. FECs raised a number of detailed issues relating to the implementation of the proposals 
included in the consultation paper: 

 The need to review the University’s guidance on the frequency with which MEQs are 
administered to take account of any changes in other aspects of University policy. 

 The importance of involving academic staff with particular expertise in the design of 
questionnaires (for example members of the CEM Centre) in developing a standard 
set of questions. 

 The importance of consulting with students when developing the standard set of 
questions, and agreeing the potential modes of delivery for MEQs. 

 The need to consider whether the standard questions should vary by type of 
programme (for example distance taught and collaborative programmes, or 
professional programmes), and seek separate feedback on different modes of 
teaching (for example lectures and small group). 

 Whether issues related to diversity should be addressed in the standard question set, 
taking into account the work of the Diversity in the Curriculum Task and Finish 
Group. 

These are all valid issues, and will be considered in full (alongside any other 
implementation issues set out in Annex 1) in the next phase of the project. 

Feedback and implementation 

10. Revised proposals, taking account of the issues set out above and in Annex 1, are 
included in Annex 2. 

11. If the proposals in Annex 2 are approved by Senate, it is proposed that implementation 
be taken forward by the Deputy Chair of Education Committee and the Head of the 
Academic Support Office in the following way: 
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June/July 2012  Initial meeting with a small group of academic staff with 
expertise in questionnaire design, to discuss the standard 
question set 

 Meeting with focus group of taught postgraduate students to 
discuss potential standard question set and modes for the 
delivery of MEQs 

 Meeting with focus group of undergraduate students to 
discuss potential standard question set and modes for the 
delivery of MEQs (if possible;  if not, meeting to be held in 
October) 

July to September 2012  Development of the standard question set 

 Scoping of options for the delivery of revised MEQs  

October 2012  Meeting with academic staff with expertise in questionnaire 
design, to agree the standard question set 

 Consultation paper on standard questions set and modes of 
delivering MEQs finalised 

November 2012  Consultation with FECs on implementation proposals 

December 2012  Final recommendation made to Education Committee 

January 2013  Final recommendations considered by Senate for approval 

Spring 2013  MEQs delivered in accordance with approved 
recommendations 

Impact assessment 

12. It is not anticipated that the revised approach to MEQs will lead to any increase in the 
demands made on staff in academic departments in relation to the management and 
analysis of MEQs, as the University already undertakes this activity.  The requirement 
that the University publish summaries of its MEQ results will, however, make additional 
demands on the University.  The proposals in Annex 2 envisage most of these demands 
falling on professional support services (primarily within the Academic Office, and 
potentially in CIS).  The requirement to publish summaries of MEQ results may, 
however, result in additional demands on departments who choose not to use whatever 
online system is provided for the management of MEQs.  Whether this will be the case, 
and the extent of the additional demands, will depend on the outcome of the work set out 
in paragraph 7. 

Action requested 

13. Members of Senate are asked to consider whether to approve the proposals set out in 
Annex 2, supported by the implementation plan detailed in paragraph 11. 

 



Annex 1 Feedback from Faculty Education Committees 

Extract from the minutes of the meeting of the Arts and Humanities Faculty 
Education Committee (Undergraduate) held 24 February 2012 

… 

 
41. Review of Module Evaluation Questionnaires 

 
Considered: a consultation paper on the review of Module Evaluation Questionnaires; 

Document ECAHSCUG1142 
 

Noted:  
 
(a) that the Committee supported the proposal to develop a standard set of 

questions to improve the comparability of results and consistency of information.  
However, it did not support the proposal that the standard set of questions 
should be designed to enable students to provide feedback on the teaching 
performance of individual members of staff.  The Committee considered that the 
purpose of MEQs was for students to evaluate modules (rather than individual 
members of staff), and that there were more appropriate ways of evaluating 
teaching performance; 

 
(b) that, in the context of the consultation on the outcomes of the thematic review of 

postgraduates who teach and assess, the Committee had expressed that it did 
not support the proposal to use MEQs to evaluate the teaching quality of 
postgraduate teaching assistants. The Committee reiterated this view and 
expressed its support for other mechanisms for acquiring feedback on 
postgraduate teaching, such as peer observation.  It was also considered that, in 
the context of MEQs, what students might perceive to be poor quality teaching 
might more accurately reflect structural or organisational issues beyond the 
influence of postgraduate teaching assistants; 

 
(c) that it was not clear whether it would be practical to evaluate individual teaching 

performance for large, team-taught modules; 
 

(d) that there was a need to ensure that module coordinators take responsibility for 
the overall quality of teaching on the modules they lead.  The evaluation of the 
individual members of staff who co-teach modules might hinder this; 

 
(e) that the Committee strongly supported proposal 9(b), as it considered that it was 

important for departments to retain a degree of flexibility to customise MEQs to 
their particular needs and context; 
 

(f) that the analysis and publication of MEQ results might be complicated by the fact 
that the University’s revised policy on student engagement does not specify the 
frequency for the administration of MEQs. 

… 

Extract from the minutes of the meeting of the Arts and Humanities Faculty 
Education Committee (Postgraduate) held 8 March 2012 

… 

36. Module Evaluation Questionnaires 
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Considered: a consultation paper on the development of Module Evaluation 
Questionnaires; 

Document ECAHSCPG1130  
 

Noted: 
 
(a) that there were two drivers for the paper: to meet external obligations; and to provide 

information which could be used in promotion applications; 
 

(b) that members of teaching staff would include postgraduate students involved in 
teaching, and this should be made clear within the paper; 
 

(c) that it would be necessary to ensure that a proportionate approach was adopted in 
cases where individual staff members played a very small role in the delivery of 
modules; 
 

(d) that student satisfaction did not necessarily correlate entirely with excellent learning 
and teaching, and there were genuine risks in assuming otherwise. There was a 
significant risk that high scores would correlate with teaching that was popular but not 
necessarily research-led. The committee noted that questions would have to be 
carefully designed so that Durham was, as an institution, able to identify and reward 
excellence in research-led teaching. It was similarly important to ensure that student 
satisfaction as recorded in MEQs did not become the sole driver of learning and 
teaching developments; 
 

(e) that it would be helpful if the completion of MEQs could be incentivised in some way. 
Higher response rates could be gained by using paper forms, and it would be 
possible to have these collected and scanned; 
 

(f) that the committee felt that range of potential specialist requirements was so broad 
that an approved question bank would not be helpful; 
 

(g) that a ’no opinion’ option should be included within questions, particularly if 
questionnaires were delivered at the end of modules, when students might not 
remember specific input. This would avoid forcing students to select a middle, 
average position in moments of uncertainty; 

 
Agreed: that the recommendations were supported subject to the caveats noted above. 

… 

Extract from the minutes of the meeting of the Science Faculty Education 
Committee (Undergraduate) held 29 February 2012 

… 

 
54. Review of Module Evaluation Questionnaires 

 
Considered: a consultation paper on the review of Module Evaluation Questionnaires; 

Document ECSSCUG1147 
 
Noted: 
 
(a) that Education Committee had agreed during that during 2011/12 the University’s 

approach to MEQs needed to be reviewed in response to a combination of 
internal and external stimuli; 
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(b) that it was recognised that the Government White Paper ‘Higher Education: 

Students at the Heart of the System’ outlined the expectation that by 2013/14 all 
universities would publish summary reports of their student evaluation surveys 
on their website and that this proposal would result in  greater standardisation of 
the content and format of MEQs across the University; 

 
(c) that clarification would be welcomed on who would have access to the internal-

only data and who would determine appropriate use of this data; 
 

Agreed: 
 

(a) that a standard question set would allow comparison across departments and 
that optional department-specific questions would allow departmental-specific 
issues to be explored; 

 
(b) that there remained concern of implications in the proposal in relation to the data 

required for staff promotion and whether it would be appropriate to review the 
wording of the requirements of the promotion criteria to ensure it was clear; 

 
(c) that the questionnaire would need to be fit for use where modules were delivered 

by more than one member of academic staff; 
 

(d) that there was support for a standard grading scale to be introduced for all MEQs 
and that the use of the grading scale based on the NSS scale would familiarise 
students with this format and would facilitate comparison with other available 
internal and external survey results; 

 
(e) a centralised approach would avoid additional burden being placed on 

departments and would also ensure consistency in approach across the 
University; 

 
(f) that the comments would be fed back to the report author. 

Action: NDB 

 

… 

Extract from the minutes of the meeting of the Science Faculty Education 
Committee (Postgraduate) held 28 February 2012 

… 

 
38. Review of Module Evaluation Questionnaires 
 
Considered: a consultation paper on the development of Module Evaluation Questionnaires 

Document ECSSCPG1131  
 
Reported: that the paper proposed that the content and format of the MEQs needed to be 
revised to enable increased comparability between departments in relation to the information 
provided to students and potential students. It was proposed that the University’s policy for, 
and approach to, MEQs be revised on the basis of five key principles.   
 
Noted: that there was support for the all five key principles. 
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Agreed: that the view of the committee would be forwarded to the authors of the paper. 
[ACTION: SG] 

 

… 

Extract from the minutes of the meeting of the Social Sciences and Health 
Faculty Education Committee (Undergraduate) held 27 February 2012 

… 

 
49. Review of Module Evaluation Questionnaires 

 
Considered: a consultation paper on the review of Module Evaluation Questionnaires; 

Document ECSSHSCUG1143 
 

Noted: 
 
(a) that a number of departments reported that the introduction of electronic delivery 

of MEQs via DUO had led to a significant decrease in response rates; 
 

(b) that electronic delivery of MEQs could also result in survey fatigue, as students 
could be required to complete a large number of MEQs in a short time period, and 
that this could have a negative impact on the quality of data; 

 
(c) that concerns were expressed in relation to building a new MEQ system based in 

DUO, given current negative experiences of DUO expressed by students and 
departments; 

 
(d) that further investigation should take place to explore whether the issues noted 

above regarding the delivery of MEQs via DUO were specific to DUO or were 
associated with electronic survey delivery more generally; 

 
(e) that it was suggested that the potential to deliver MEQs earlier in the academic 

year could be explored further, as currently changes made to modules in response 
to MEQ results did not usually benefit the students who had provided the 
feedback; 

 
(f) that some uncertainty was expressed regarding the value of externally published 

MEQ data, given that there was likely to be little comparability across institutions 
in terms of the questions asked; 

 
(g) that it was acknowledged that the internal comparability resulting from the use of a 

standard question set was useful and that the internal reasons to adopt this 
approach were clear; 

 
(h) that the Committee strongly recommended that student and staff focus group(s) 

should take place to explore experiences of DUO-delivered MEQ surveys before 
any changes to MEQs were formally approved or implemented; 

 
(i) that the Committee strongly recommended that the CEM Centre should be 

involved in the development of a standard set of MEQ questions for use by all 
departments; 
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(j) that the Committee strongly recommended that both departments and 
professional support services should ensure that the purpose of MEQs was clearly 
communicated to students at induction and at each level of study; 

 
(k) that the Committee expressed concern that the details of what universities would 

be required to publish online were not yet clear, and strongly recommended that a 
further round of consultation with FECs, QSSC and Education Committee should 
take place when this information became available; 

 
Agreed: that the Committee’s discussion and recommendations in relation to the 
review of MEQs would be reported to Education Committee. 

(Action: AB, EC)  

… 

Extract from the minutes of the meeting of the Social Sciences and Health 
Faculty Education Committee (Postgraduate) held 2 March 2012 

… 

42. Consultation Paper on the Development of Module Evaluation Questionnaires 
 
Considered: a consultation paper on the development of Module Evaluation 
Questionnaires; 

ECSSHSC(PG)1149 
 
Noted:  

 
(a) that the paper proposed a number of recommendations designed to support the 

expectation (set out in the Government’s White Paper, ‘Students at the Heart of the 
System’) that by 2013/14 all universities should publish summary reports of their 
student evaluation surveys online. This required a greater degree of standardisation 
of content and format of module evaluation questionnaires (MEQs) across the 
University to enable comparability. The report specifically proposed to introduce a 
standard grading scale (based on the NSS grading scale) and a standard MEQ 
question set, to which departments could add a limited number of programme, 
subject or module specific questions. The Committee was broadly supportive of 
these proposals, which would provide useful comparative data for departments and 
would assist the University in the event of the introduction of a postgraduate NSS;  
 

(b) that it was unclear whether a single standard question set would be suitable for all 
postgraduate programmes. It was felt that consideration should be given as to 
whether it would be desirable to develop separate standard templates for distance-
taught programmes and collaborative provision, and whether different templates 
should be developed for professionally-oriented and more academic programmes; 
 

(c) that a teachers’ performance could differ by teaching method. It was felt that the 
standard MEQ question set should capture such distinctions (for instance, by 
prompting reflection on both seminars and lectures when both were used in a 
module); 
 

(d) that, given the proposals on diversity in the curriculum outlined in Minute 55, it was 
felt that consideration might be given to including questions on this issue within the 
standard MEQ question set;  
 

(e) that some team-taught modules included only a very limited amount of teaching by 
given individuals (for instance, if a guest lecturer was used). If feedback was to be 
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sought on individual members of the teaching team, careful consideration would 
need to be given as to the amount of teaching which should trigger a given teachers’ 
inclusion in an MEQ, in order to ensure that students were able to come to a useful 
judgment on their performance; 
 

(f) that it was felt that departments might wish to add multiple questions to the standard 
template set, and as such further consideration should be given as to what would 
constitute a reasonable limit on the number of such questions. It was important that 
the facility to add additional questions was flexible and easy to use, and allowed 
departments to react to specific issues arising from quality management processes;  

 
(g) that further clarification was required on recommendation 9d, which proposed the 

introduction of a central electronic system for administering, managing and analysing 
MEQs, particularly the implications of such a system for departments;  
 

(h) that it was important that the timing of any central system  relating to MEQs was 
appropriate for the postgraduate as well as undergraduate timetable;  

 
Agreed: that the Committee’s feedback should be provided to the authors of the paper. 

Action: EA 

… 

 



Annex 2 Final proposals on the development of MEQs 
a. Standard question set: develop a standard MEQ template including a set number of 

multiple choice and free-text questions that must be used in all questionnaires. The 
standard question set should include questions on the teaching performance of individual 
members of staff contributing to each module (subject to a University-agreed minimum 
contribution that would lead to a member of staff’s contribution being subject to 
consideration in an MEQ). This will enable departments to gather evidence of academic 
staff members’ teaching performance to use alongside other evidence of teaching 
performance as part of staff progression and promotion processes.  (Human Resources 
Steering Group will be asked to consider any implications for the promotions process of 
the changes to University policy on MEQs). 

b. Optional department-specific questions: in addition to the standard question set to be 
used in all MEQs, departments should be able to add a small number of additional 
questions tailored to the module under review or any specific issues they may wish to 
investigate.  The number of additional questions would be subject to a limit, to mitigate 
the danger of survey fatigue resulting from overly long questionnaires. 

c. Standard grading scale: a standard grading scale should be introduced for all MEQs to 
further support the need for increased comparability between departmental MEQ results. 
This grading scale should be based on the NSS grading scale in order to familiarise 
students with the format of the NSS, and allow triangulation of internal and external 
survey results to support quality enhancement. In addition to the NSS grading scale, a 
‘no opinion’ option should also be used in order to yield higher quality data. 

d. Management of MEQs:  analysis and consideration of MEQ results should take place at 
departmental level.  A central electronic system for administering, managing and 
analysing MEQs should be available.  This system will also provide the summaries of 
internal surveys for publication that the University will be required to make available from 
2013/14.  Departments should not be required to use this system, but if they decide not 
to do so they will be responsible for ensuring that their MEQ results could be accessed 
by a central support service to facilitate the production of the summary reports for 
publication. 

e. Publication of internal survey results:  in order to minimise the burdens on academic 
departments, managing the publication of these summaries (once the precise external 
requirements have been defined) should be the responsibility of a relevant professional 
support service(s). 

 


