
 
 

1 
 
 
 

 This project has been funded with support from the European Commission. 
This publication [communication] reflects the views only of the author, and the Commission cannot 
be held responsible for any use which may be made of the information contained therein. 

 

Guidance Notes: Collecting stakeholder views on quality 
 
About SPEAQ 

The Sharing Practice in Enhancing and Assuring Quality Project was a partnership of 10 
institutions (9 universities and the European Students Union) which set out to understand how 
quality in higher education is viewed and practised by three main stakeholder groups: 
students, academics and quality managers with a view to developing strategies for connecting 
these three ‘quality circles’ and improving quality culture within the partner institutions. These 
findings are now being shared with the wider Higher Education community across Europe in 
the form of reports and practical tools created by the project team. 

This project draws on the work of a previous project, the Language Network for Quality 
Assurance (LanQua) Project which looked at quality in the context of one discipline across a 
network of 60 European partners. This project asked participants to reflect on what they did in 
the planning and delivery of their teaching in order to elicit a model for good practice which 
could be used by other teachers to think about how they could assure and enhance the quality 
of their teaching. Taking a bottom-up approach to quality, the project provided support for 
teachers in seeing how they could meaningful links between quality assurance and 
enhancement processes within their own academic and teaching practice. A key outcome of 
this project was a Quality Model (www.lanqua.eu) which graphically describes the quality 
process for practitioners and which formed the basis of the activities of SPEAQ. This project 
has extended this methodology to other colleagues, disciplines and members of the university 
community in order to transfer the insights gained into concrete actions which would help 
advance the quality enhancement agenda within universities in the European Higher Education 
Area.  

These actions were as follows: 
• To collect stakeholder views on quality  
• To engage in concrete actions involving these stakeholders 
• To provide tools for reflection based on and extending the LanQua Quality Model 

 
This guide is concerned with the first of these actions and includes notes on organising and 
evaluating the data collection, a set of example questions and a reporting template. 
 
Reports from the project can be found in English, French, German and Spanish at www.speaq-
project.eu/   
 
  
Data Collection Methods 

For this project two main methods were used, the focus group and the semi-structured 
interview. These were chosen as we wanted to make personal contact with our stakeholders – 
it was partly an exercise in getting to know our colleagues and students. In addition our 
purpose was to facilitate dialogue and these methods presented ideal tools for achieving this. 
The reason for choosing from two methods were that we were not always able to organise 
meetings in groups, particularly in the case of quality managers, and we wanted to option of 

http://www.lanqua.eu/
http://www.speaq-project.eu/
http://www.speaq-project.eu/
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allowing certain stakeholders to discuss the topic in a more private space. We were aware that 
it is not always comfortable for quality managers who often have a variety of roles and 
operate at a range of levels to express their views in front of their colleagues. For students, 
and in most cases academic staff, this was less of an issue and here the focus group was the 
main method used. 
 
 
Semi-structured interview 

This approach draws on social science methodologies which use open questioning techniques 
to elicit responses relating to a specific topic or topics. This method is not so open that 
questions or topics are not prepared in advance, however within the framework of the 
interview there is scope for free discussion and question variation depending on the 
interviewee and context of the interview. 
 
 SPEAQ interviews 
A set of questions (see page 4) was prepared in advanced and grouped into three topic 
areas: what quality means to you, quality culture at your institution, improving quality. 
Interviewers were able to select from the questions in each group to stimulate discussion 
with the only stipulation being that each of the three topics be covered in the interview. 
Having a range of questions prepared in advance helped the interviewer to guide the 
conversation and keep it ‘on topic’ within an open discussion format. It also proved useful 
when recording or writing up the results to have the key questions around which 
responses or emerging themes could be grouped. Some interviewers recorded (see 
section on ‘Ethics in research’) the interview which is highly beneficial both in terms of 
capturing as much of the data as possible but also allows the interviewer to keep his/her 
focus on the interviewee – to listen with attention, make eye contact, think ahead to 
further questions, etc. 

 
 
Focus group 

Focus groups have the specific purpose to collect opinions and attitudes towards anything 
from a product to an idea. They also use stimulus questions to create a group discussion in 
which participants are not only interacting with the facilitator but also with each other. Focus 
groups are frequently composed of people with similar roles or backgrounds. 
 
 SPEAQ focus groups 
For SPEAQ we used focus groups to collect views from groups of students and academic 
colleagues (often in course teams). We used the same set of adaptable questions (see 
page 5) which we used for the semi-structured interviews and in some cases also recorded 
the discussion. In addition we tried to have student facilitators for the focus groups in 
order to give students the freedom to express their views without the ‘teacher’ being 
present. However in cases where we couldn’t find a student facilitator this didn’t appear to 
inhibit student responses, especially when we used a facilitator who was unknown to 
them. In the case of academics they appeared to be quite happy to be very frank in their 
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responses in the group which may have been due to a pre-existing trust between them if 
they already worked closely as a team. 
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The Questions 

The questions presented here were developed through discussions among the project partners 
and grouped under three themes. The intention was to create questions which facilitated 
discussion around known or likely issues but also elicited examples of good practice and 
positive experiences. All facilitators were encouraged to open their interview or focus group 
discussion with a question relating to a positive experience (the first question in section 1) in 
order to encourage positive thinking. Inevitably problems were raised during the sessions, 
indeed we needed to hear about them, and we also wanted to find out what role individuals 
felt they had in the quality process (many students had never considered that they had a role 
to play). 
 
 
Data collection questions – Quality managers  

 
Instructions 
 
• Introduce yourself and explain the purpose of the interview. Clarify what data will be 

collected (written notes/recording) and how it will be used (see section on ‘Ethics in 
research’). 

• Begin recording (if appropriate) and ask the interviewee to introduce themselves, their 
name, role etc. 

• Choose at least one question from each of the sections below to stimulate conversation. 
Questions can be adapted or reordered in accordance with interviewees’ responses. 

• End the interview by thanking the interviewee for his or her time and discuss any follow-
up activities such as reports, further meetings, publications, if relevant 

  
Questions  
 
1. What quality means to you 
 

a. What is the most rewarding learning experience you have had personally? Say why 
it was rewarding 

b. What in your opinion are the elements of a good institution/programme /course? 
c. What makes your experience as a quality manager a valuable one? 
d. What do you understand by the term quality within your university context? 
e. Can you provide any examples of good practice in improving teaching that you 

have come across in your institution? 
 
2. Quality culture at your institution 

  
a. Do you have a voice within your university? If so, how is your opinion heard or 

acted upon? Where is your voice heard? By whom? 
b. In what contexts, both formal and informal, is quality discussed in your institution?  
c. How do you think the institution supports teaching and learning? 
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d. Is quality something which is imposed externally?  
e. What are the particular features of your institution which would be highlighted 

when considering quality issues? 
 
3. Improving quality 

  
a. How can the learning experience be enhanced? 
b. What can you contribute to enhancing the learning experience? 
c. What is in place for future developments in quality? 
d. What would you like to see put in place to improve the student learning 

experience? 
e. What do you think a quality manager does or should do to improve quality? 
f. How do quality processes in your institution reflect changes and trends in higher 

education? 
 
 
Data collection questions – Students  

  
 Instructions 
 
• Introduce yourself and explain the purpose of the focus group. Clarify what data will be 

collected (written notes/recording) and how it will be used (see section on ‘Ethics in 
research’). 

• Begin recording (if appropriate) and ask the participants to introduce themselves, their 
name, role etc. 

• Choose at least one question from each of the sections below to stimulate conversation. 
Questions can be adapted or reordered in accordance with participants’ responses. 

• End the interview by thanking the participants for their time and discuss any follow-up 
activities such as reports, further meetings, publications, if relevant 

 
Questions 
 
1. What quality means to you 

  
a. What is the most rewarding learning experience you have had on your course and 

why? 
b. What makes your institution and/or course a good one?  
c. What in your opinion are the elements of a good institution or course? 
d. What makes your experience as a student a valuable one? 
e. What do you understand by the term quality within your university context? 

 
 

2. Quality culture at your institution 
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a. Do you have a voice within your university? Are you listened to? If so, how is your 
opinion heard/acted upon? Where is your voice heard? By whom? 

b. In what contexts, both formal and informal, is your learning experience discussed 
in your course or institution?  

c. Is quality a daily matter for you or something which occurs only sporadically? 
d. How do you feel you are supported in your learning development?  
e. How do you think the institution supports teaching and learning? 
f. Who are the quality managers in your institution? 

 
3. Improving quality 

  
a. How can the learning experience be enhanced in your opinion? 
b. What can you contribute to enhancing the learning experience? 
c. What is in place for future developments in quality? 
d. What would you like to improve in the study experience and how would you do it? 
e. What do you think a quality manager does or should do to improve quality? 

 
 
Data collection questions – Academic staff 

 
 Instructions 
 
• Introduce yourself and explain the purpose of the focus group. Clarify what data will be 

collected (written notes/recording) and how it will be used (see section on ‘Ethics in 
research’). 

• Begin recording (if appropriate) and ask the participants to introduce themselves, their 
name, role etc. 

• Choose at least one question from each of the sections below to stimulate conversation. 
Questions can be adapted or reordered in accordance with participants’ responses. 

• End the interview by thanking the participants for their time and discuss any follow-up 
activities such as reports, further meetings, publications, if relevant 

 
Questions 
  
1. What quality means to you 

  
a. What is the most rewarding learning experience you have had personally? Say why 

it was rewarding 
b. What in your opinion are the elements of a good institution/programme/course? 
c. What makes your experience as a teacher a valuable one? 
d. What do you understand by the term quality within your university context? 
e. How do you make sure your courses are coherent within the degree programme? 

How can you influence this coherence and development personally? 
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f. Can you provide any examples of good practice in improving teaching in your 
institution?  
 

2. Quality culture at your institution 
  
a. Do you have a voice within your university? Are you listened to? If so, how is your 

opinion heard/acted upon? Where is your voice heard? By whom? 
b. In what contexts, both formal and informal, is quality in teaching and learning 

discussed in your institution?  
c. Is quality a daily matter for you or something which occurs only sporadically? 
d. How do you feel you are supported in your teaching development?  
e. How do you think the institution supports teaching and learning? 
f. Is quality something which is imposed externally? How do you know what works 

well in your practice? What do you think you do well in your department that 
other departments can learn from? 

g. Who are the quality managers in your institution? 
h. What are the particular features of your institution which would be highlighted 

when considering quality issues? 
 
3. Improving quality 

  
a. How can the student learning experience be enhanced? 
b. What can you contribute to enhancing the learning experience? 
c. What is in place for future developments in quality assurance and enhancement? 
d. What would you like to improve in the student learning experience and how would 

you do it? 
e. What do you think a quality manager does or should do to improve quality? 
f. How do quality processes in your institution reflect changes and trends in higher 

education? 
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Data Collection Report Template 

Below is a suggested format for the report based on examples from the SPEAQ project 
 
Title  
Date  
Institution  
Facilitators  
Duration  
 
Description 
Interview with…/Focus group with… 
 
 
 
Methodology 
 
 
 
Questions used 
 
 
 
Summary of responses 
Theme 1:  What does quality mean to you? 
 
 

 
Theme 2: Quality culture at your institution 
 
 
 
Theme 3: Improving quality 
 
 
 
Key issues arising 
 
 
 
Follow up (optional) 
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Ethics in research 
 
Why do I need to do this? 
It is sometimes believed that matters of ethics in research apply primarily to the natural sciences where 
proposed research projects challenge current legal guidelines or challenge existing beliefs about the 
sanctity of life. However, all research involving human subjects raises ethical questions that must be 
addressed, both to protect individuals and groups who have contributed to the research and to protect 
the integrity of the researcher and her/his institution or professional organisation.  
 
It is tempting to view the ethical implications of research (including the data collection activities 
described in this document) as trivial in comparison to stem-cell research and human cloning. However, 
a failure to be sensitive to ethical issues can lead to a breakdown of trust between staff and students 
and between colleagues; it can bring institutions into disrepute or bring confidential or sensitive 
information into the public domain. This can cause much mental distress, threaten careers or might 
have other consequences which impact on the lives of individuals. 
 
What do I need to do? 
Check your institutional ethics code 
Academic institutions should normally have a code of ethics and it is sometimes necessary to obtain 
permission from a university or departmental ethics committee for your research. This permission is 
deemed necessary for researchers undertaking work that may be controversial in wider society, but it is 
often also required for any project involving university students and staff.  
 
Get consent 
Participants need to give their consent to taking part in the research and it should be made clear to 
them at any time that they can withdraw if they want to.  
(See below for consent form) 
 
Anonymise data 
Begin by assuring interviewees or focus groups participants that all responses will be anonymised in the 
reporting of the project and that all is said is to be confidential. This may be as simple as changing the 
name of the respondents and/or their institutions, but it is important to ensure that the information 
given does not make individuals easily identifiable. It is also the ethical and moral responsibility of the 
researcher to honour this, however exciting or interesting some of the information may be to friends or 
colleagues not involved in researching in the project. 
 
Be clear about reporting 
It is also important to let participants know how and where you intend to publish the results of your 
research. Is it for internal use only or will there be a publication available to an external audience either 
in hard copy or online. 
 
Be fair 
Working within your own institution if it also important to be aware that pre-existing relationships will 
have an impact upon the way in which an interview or focus group progresses. For example, information 
exchanged in these settings may change the way in which the researcher sees individual students when 
he/she is teaching them. This may be unavoidable to a certain extent, but the researcher must make 
every effort to ensure that this does not impact upon the fairness with which the student is treated. 
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Be responsible 
Focus groups and interviews are more likely than questionnaires to bring to light sensitive information, 
which may or may not be directly related to the topic being researched. If the research process reveals 
that a student has an undisclosed disability or a colleague is being bullied, in most cases the best 
solution is to suggest that respondents pursue these issues through the relevant channels. If you suspect 
that issues arising might have civil or criminal legal implications then it is best to report the matter to 
the appropriate authorities.   
 
Use incentives wisely 
Some researchers offer a small reward for participation in research and/or may pay an interviewee’s or 
focus group participants travel expenses. Such matters are to a strong degree discretionary and their 
merits will vary according to the age or profile of the people being researched. Clearly situations in 
which participants are academically rewarded or sanctioned for participation are not acceptable.  
 
Do no harm 
Ethical questions are inevitable in research and the goal of good practice is not to eliminate these 
questions, but to show awareness in ensuring that research does not harm those who contribute 
towards it. Inevitably, compromises need to be made from time, perhaps due to the public interest, or 
that one course of action is preferable to another.  
 
 
To sum up these notes have highlighted some of the areas in which ethical questions may arise and 
indicated the importance of being aware of these issues and how to address them within the 
frameworks and guidelines put in place by both institutions and professional bodies as well as within 
one’s own moral frame of reference. 
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1 Only applicable if the form is completed by a participant. Please delete if it form is completed by a 
SPEAQ project partner. 

[NAME OF THE PROJECT] 
Consent Form 

 
 
 
This Agreement is made the [DATE] 
 
BETWEEN: 
 
[NAME AND ADDRESS OF YOUR INSTITUTION] 
 
 
[NAME OF PARTICIPANT OR PROJECT PARTNER] 
 
 
 
DATA COLLECTION & AIMS OF THE PROJECT 
 
[SHORT DESCRIPTION OF THE PROJECT] 
 
As part of the project, partners will interview a range of people who took part in the project. Quotes 
from these interviews as well as from partners’ reports may appear in the following:  
 

• [LIST OF WHERE THE INTERVIEWS WILL APPEAR 
•  
•  

 
 
 
DATA ANONYMITY 
 
All data will be treated with full confidentiality. Comments used will be quoted and used in a completely 
anonymous form so that the original sender cannot be identified.  
HEIs (not individuals) will be identified only if the [NAME OF THE PROJECT] contact person has approved 
the quote before it is published. 
 
 
 
EXECUTED BY THE PARTIES ON THE DATE ON THE FIRST PAGE OF THIS AGREEMENT 
 
FOR AND ON BEHALF OF 
[NAME OF THE PROJECT] 
 
 
Signature:  
 
 
 
Name (printed): 
 
Position: 
 
Institution: 
 
 

FOR AND ON BEHALF OF 
[RECIPIENT'S NAME]1 

 
 
Signature:  
 
 
 
Name (printed): 
 
Position: 
 
Institution: 
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