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Background 
 

For a number of years, the Centre of Excellence in Natural Resource Management 

at the University of Western Australia has delivered field based 

third year level units from their Albany campus, some 400 kms south of Perth. One 

of these units, ‘BIOL3360 Saving Endangered Species’, is focused on the 

conservation and management of threatened species of Australia. Students attend 

an intensive field camp in the first week of February each year, where they listen to 

lectures delivered by conservation practitioners, participate in discussion groups, and 

collect data for selected threatened species in the field. On their return to Perth, they 

use the information and data they collected at the camp to prepare both ‘group’ and 

‘individual’ assignments. Whilst overall the feedback from students is that they find 

the field camp very rewarding, some students have struggled with the limited 

postcamp contact with teaching staff. This limited support postcamp 

is likely to lead to lower ‘student satisfaction’. 

 

Measuring student satisfaction at UWA 
 
To track the quality of instruction delivered at the university, UWA surveys all units 

offered using its university wide Students’ Unit Reflective Feedback (SURF) process, 

and faculties use this metric to benchmark student responses for individual units to 

ensure that they are consistent with academic standards adopted by that faculty. 

Although primarily designed to evaluate aspects of the delivery of units, SURF 

scores are used as a proxy for student satisfaction, albeit that these metrics have a 

narrow focus. The use of teaching evaluation surveys as measures of student 

satisfaction is not uncommon in Australia universities. Student satisfaction is 

complex, and its measurement has been the subject of many studies. It is influenced 

by a number of personal (e.g. gender, temperament, learning styles, expectations) 

and educational (e.g. instructor teaching style, quality of teaching, class size) factors, 

with the major predictors of student satisfaction being attributes of the academic 

program. 

 

 

 

 



 

Our project 

 

In 2016 we received a UWA Education Futures Improving Student Satisfaction Grant 

to test whether the implementation of interventions aimed at improving teaching 

practice, including increasing support of students post campwould lead to increased 

student satisfaction. To tackle this question, we examined the influence on SURF 

scores of interventions implemented to improve teaching practices in two third year 

level field intensive units: BIOL3360 Saving Endangered Species and ENVT3360 

Ecosystem Restoration. We used a ‘before after’ approach, where we compared 

SURF scores before (20122015) and after (2016) the implementation of the 

improved teaching practices that addressed specific weaknesses identified through 

student responses. We will be reporting the results of our study on this Blog page, so 

watch this space! 

 

Aiming for better SURF scores: Identifying 
components of instruction needing improvement 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 1: Frequency of negative aspects of instruction for two field based 

units based on an analysis of textual data. 

 



Background 

 

For our UWA Education Futures Improving Student Satisfaction project, aimed at 

testing whether the implementation of interventions aimed at improving teaching 

practice would lead to increased student satisfaction (as measured by SURF 

scores), we had to identify those components of instruction that needed 

improvement. To do this, we conducted a content analysis of student’s open-ended 

responses made in 2015 for the two field based third year units, BIOL3360 Saving 

Endangered Species and ENVT3360 Ecosystem Restoration. Using the qualitative 

data analysis software package, QDA Miner Lite, we explored patterns 

for coded textual data in anonymous comments from 21 (BIOL3360) and 16 

(ENVT3360) students. QDA Miner Lite is a free and easy to use version of the 

popular computer assisted qualitative analysis software, QDA Miner, and can be 

used for the analysis of textual data such as interview and news transcripts, and 

open-ended responses such those in our study. 

 

Our results 

 

Altogether, 20 codes falling into seven themes were applied to the students’ unit 

evaluation comments. An examination of the frequency of negative codes revealed 

that the two third year units differed in terms of areas needing improvement (Fig. 1). 

For the Saving Endangered Species unit, the QDA analysis identified ‘limited support 

post camp’, delayed email response post camp’, and ‘delayed availability of 

resources’ as the three most frequent unfavourable codes, while for the Ecosystem 

Restoration unit, ‘unclear expectations for assignments’, ‘poorly organised’, and 

‘limited in camp support’ were the three most frequent codes. 

Where to next Based on this identification of components of instruction needing 

improvement, we were able to implement a number of interventions in 2016, aimed 

at improving student satisfaction. For example, to increase contact and support post 

camp for students enrolled in BIOL3360 Saving Endangered Species, we used 

Collaborate, the interactive video teleconferencing facility available through the 

online course management system, Blackboard. Three sessions were scheduled 

post camp, where students were able to access staff regarding expectations and 

issues they were having with preparation of assignments. We are now testing our 



hypothesis that mean SURF scores before and after the implementation of these 

interventions would differ significantly, with an ‘improvement’ in SURF scores evident 

after unit delivery had been improved. 


