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The academic year 2002-3 saw the implementation of a student feedback questionnaire in line with the suggestions of the University’s Quality Assurance and the Institutional Audit, and the Working Party of Senior Tutors. This year this procedure was repeated with slight modifications to the questionnaire following a consultation exercise. As with last year, the questionnaire was distributed as a voluntary and anonymous exercise to all graduate students in College during Trinity Term. The survey was undertaken using the web, and most responses were received electronically. The deadline for the return of the questionnaires was June 30th 2004. So far, only the Senior Tutor has read through the responses to the survey. I am, of course, most grateful to the Information Systems Manager and the College Secretary for carrying data collection process through with their customary efficiency. 

This paper summarises the main findings and their implications for future waves of the questionnaire and current College practice. I have followed closely in the exemplary footsteps of the Warden, who compiled last year’s report. Thus the report does not attempt to cover all the issues raised by individuals, rather it seeks to identify issues that were raised as matters of concern (or commendation) by several students. 
Response rate and general observations
A total of 30 completed questionnaires were received (32 were received last year). There were 75 students in College at this time, which makes a response rate of 40%. This response rate is a little higher than that achieved in a number of other institutions and is almost identical to that obtained last year, but thought still needs to be given to increasing the response rate. 
The cross-section of opinion corresponds quite well to what I would have expected from my conversations with students, plus rumour and hearsay. Individuals expressed very differing views and it was difficult to see shared opinions so I have only commented on idiosyncratic responses when they refer to something that can be easily corroborated from information other than that provided by the survey. Generally, when considering the inferences drawn below readers should bear in mind the relatively low response rate and the small numbers of respondents. 

The questionnaire seems on the whole to have worked well, as does the web-based operation. The open form of responses undoubtedly encouraged respondents to provide more elaborate answers. The interpretation of these has, however, proved very time-consuming and impressionistic, as there seems no alternative to doing it manually. The variety of responses and the variable location of questions on the printed page also add considerably to the time required. As I state in the conclusions, some consideration needs to be given to standardising the question response formats and the data analysis. 

Questions 1 and 2: Induction 
There are two questions on Induction: by College/University and by the JCR for those students entering the College in 2003. Eleven responses were obtained. All were positive and there were no clusters of shared opinion with respect to changes or problems. In general, those involved in organising the Induction can be assured that they are doing a good job. 
An issue identified by one person is that some students (M Phil in Economics taking the Maths course) arrive a week earlier, and do not have university cards or computer access. There was general approval of the JCR and the parenting system, though one student would have preferred “less drinking and partying”…
Question 3: Academic progress 

This question asked “How far do you feel that you have achieved your 

academic goals in the course of this year?”. 

Predictably, responses to this question reflect the characteristics of students as much as the environment provided the College. 

There were 29 responses. Answers ranged from ‘fully’ and ‘I have gone a long way to achieving them’ to ‘quite well’ to ‘scarcely at all’. Comments course demands ranged from ‘First year courses in sociology were aimed way too low and were too limited in scope’ to ‘the workload has been higher than expected’. In general, however, people were fairly positive in their self-appraisal and comments on workload.
The role and wording of this question needs some consideration. It confuses personal characteristics with institutional appraisal.
Questions 4-7: University Supervision and Teaching 
Most students appear to have reasonable contact with their University Supervisor. Responses ranged from 4 times a term formally and at least once a week informally, to ‘once in the beginning’, and all points in between. Questions 5 and 6 asked about the quality of the supervision and how it might be improved. Most responses were positive. Last year there were 5 cases of serious criticism. This year, only one person was firmly negative and 4/5 others voiced mixed concerns. Answers ranged from ‘yes, absolutely’ through ‘Not really though this is largely my fault’ to ‘not at all’. A couple of people said their supervisor didn’t spend enough time with them. One person pointed to the vast disparity in Supervision loads between supervisors (i.e. 20 versus 4!). Remedies included ‘I would like him/her to be more emotionally supportive’, “The supervision could be more directed towards the needs of individual students”, to “I would like to know who my supervisor is”.  

Question 7 asked about assessment procedures for masters courses. There was a range of answers reflecting the range of assessment procedures currently adopted in the University.
As with last year, my overall impression is that there is variability in University supervision, but that the large majority of respondents are satisfied. It is not clear that the College has any role to play in altering these arrangements – most of the points relate to departments and it is unclear whether university supervisors are in the College or not. Its main role is likely to be in providing supportive/informative College Supervisors.
Questions 8-10: College Supervision 


Most respondents reported meeting College supervisors 3 or more times a year up to around 8-10 meetings. Three people said once and two twice.  A couple of people said they kept in touch via email and were happy with that.
Two of the people who had only seen the CS once in the year were critical – one thought it was a disadvantage not to have a US from Nuffield and the other at the lack of any intellectual link with their CS. A further 5 people expressed some dissatisfaction with the system/their supervisors. Five others would have preferred a more academically relevant CS. These figures are similar to those reported last year.
The question on the provision of guidance for (a) the preparation of conference papers and articles, and (b) the job market probably needs revising, as though most respondents said “yes” to both, the omission of such provision was not necessarily a problem as in some cases, students had not yet reached the stage of needing such advice (6 said they’d not had any info but this was not seen in a negative light). In three cases, however, there was a desire not being met. This is possibly a slight improvement on last year.
As with last year, we might re-iterate the importance of College supervision and of fairly regular meetings (say a baseline of once a term). We might also encourage Groups to consider even more carefully than currently how best to match College Supervisors and students so as to enhance intellectual common ground – and also to keep in mind the provision of appropriately timed guidance with regard to preparation of conference papers etc. 

Question 11: General College Contribution to Academic Life and Progress 

The immensely positive nature of responses is summed up nicely by one student:  ‘The College is vital in every way. No suggestions for improvements.”

College seminars, Library and IT receive many commendations. Interaction with faculty is mentioned a few times (as a positive thing…).  Funding for conference travel was also valued, although there were a couple of people who thought the opportunities for such funding could be made more explicit. Generally, responses were overwhelmingly appreciative. 

Question 12/13 Please specify the amount (hours per week) and type of any teaching/ research assistance you have done this academic year. 
Seventeen out of 29 (up slightly from 13 out of 32 last year) reported teaching this academic year, in one case outside of the University (Oxford Brookes). Three of these had 5-10 hour p.w. RA positions, most of the others took undergraduate tutorials with a few engaged in dept based M.Phil teaching. In most cases teaching contact appeared to be around 2 – 3 hours per week (one was on a 6 hour dept scheme). Most had received training, though not in all cases amongst tutorial teachers. 

When asked their motives for engaging in teaching/research assistance (Q14b) eight respondents gave gaining teaching/research experience as their primary motivation rather than financial need (4) or general learning (2). Some respondents became confused when answering this question – thinking it referred to why they might want to teach in the future (as they had not taught so far) and I have not included their responses in these breakdowns. 
Most respondents (24/29) were interested in teaching in the future if the option presented itself (Q14a).  Some of these referred to casual tutorial work, others to 4 hour fixed contracts. A couple of these currently teaching would prefer not to in future. Two out of three RAs were keen to continue in such a role.
In general, teaching and RA experience is seen as desirable primarily though not only for the experience and professional socialization it provides. Opportunities for this sort of employment should be provided whenever possible, especially as College funds for student support are more scarce than hitherto. 
Question 15: Other comments relating to academic experience at Oxford 

Responses here were considerably less positive than they were in relation to the College. Many people did not respond, and of the 18 who did, only eight were positive. Sources of discontent were varied, mostly idiosyncratic, though two respondents were critical of the organisation of the dept of sociology. Individual complaints referred to such things as ‘an unchallenging Msc’;  ‘too many old white men’; ‘not enough qualitative methodology’; ‘too much stress’; not enough community (two respondents mentioned this in various forms). Most of these points concern departments, rather than the College – only one person said that Nuffield cut you off a little from the rest of the University. So as a College we can take heart from the relative absence of such grouses.

Welfare Questionnaire:

1 Awareness…
Hardship funds: 

Yes  27  No 3
Counselling: 


Yes  26  No 4
Disability coordinators: 
Yes  15  No 3
The vast majority of respondents said they were aware of hardship and counselling provision. Levels of response were lower for the disability provision – presumably as it was seen as less relevant to non-disabled respondents – but again, the majority of those who answered did so in the affirmative. 

2 Registered with…

Oxford GP:   

Yes  25   No  5
Oxford dentist:    
Yes  11   No 18
Most respondents were registered with a GP – but most were not registered with a dentist – as one person said ‘they’re too expensive’. Presumably, dental problems are dealt with on an ad hoc basis. 
Finally, a series of 5-point scales…..
3 How supportive do you find the College environment:
                                                                                                                (1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

1 = Not at all supportive…5= Very supportive: Response distribution = 0   2   7   13   7

Given the answers to question 11, we might expect to find a positive response in general. Only two students out of 29 gave moderately critical responses; twenty were positive.
4 Is there a balance between:
The price and quality of accommodation                         (1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

1 = Very low…. 5 = Very high:  Response distribution = 1   5   11   4   7

The quality and price of food                                           (1) (2) (3) (4) (5)
1 = Very low…. 5 = Very high:  Response distribution = 0   4   13   4   8
Not really sure the scale labels make sense given the question wording, but most respondents answered anyway. I assume they decided to interpret the question as an approval scale. If so, a moderate to positive response characterizes evaluations of current accommodation and food pricing/quality policy. 

5 Would you prefer to pay:

1 = Much less for much worse accommodation… 5 = much more for much better accommodation:  
                                     (1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Response distribution = 0   5   20   2   0
1 = Much less for much worse food… 5 = much more for much better food: 
                                    (1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Response distribution =1   2   23   4   0

With respect to future accommodation/food pricing/quality policy, it is clear that respondents are overwhelming in favour of the status quo.

Conclusions

In general the messages sent by the students who responded to the GFC were positive about the College - especially when compared with the Oxford experience more broadly conceived. The new ‘welfare battery’ produced very positive patterns of response. The main point of concern lies in the College Supervisor role – though in most cases this too worked well. Opportunities for teaching and RA work would also seem to be in demand and groups should be encouraged to provide them. Although, much of this provision is likely to lie with in the remit of university departments rather than the College.
Inevitably, the low response jeopardises the robustness of the inferences to be drawn from the exercise. As was discussed last year, the College might think of offering the JCR collectively a (modest) inducement to increase the response rate. I would also like to prune some of the questions and convert others to fixed format responses, thus reducing the numbers of open-ended response items. This will make the questionnaire far quicker to fill and thus potentially increase the response and it would provide more opportunity for rigorous rather than impressionistic analysis. It would also enable a dataset to be constructed to enable relationships between answers to be examined systematically.  Currently, making sense of these questionnaires takes far too much of the Senior Tutor’s time - hand calculating distributions and non-randomly sampling responses of varying length, coherence and idiosyncracy, and then coming to a generalised judgement regarding their significance. Some systematization is in order for this process to work more effectively in future. This will of course become increasingly important if we do manage to increase response rates.
