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This paper explores the differences in data gathered from using a mail-out survey and focus groups in a First Year Introductory Accounting subject, which has a large and diverse student cohort. 

For several years, this First Year Introductory Accounting subject at a Victorian university has been using mail-out surveys to gather data student feedback and evaluation. The mail-out surveys went to a randomly selected 20% of each semester’s total student cohort.

Increasingly, teaching staff have felt that the mail-out surveys, while useful to a degree, did suffer from a low response rate, gathered minimal qualitative data and did not allow deeper exploration of specific trends or particular issues as the questions were kept generic from semester to semester.

To address these issues, and to acknowledge the growing importance of the federal governments CEQ data, the teaching staff supplemented the mail-out surveys with an extensive schedule of focus groups.
Feedback gained through the focus group schedule was aimed at enriching the type and nature of student comments. Also, the goal was to triangulation staff feedback, survey feedback and focus group data.

Methodology

Feedback was gathered as follows

1. Focus groups were formed in week 6 and week 13 of the course

2. A student evaluation survey was administered at the end of the semester, weeks 13-15

Due to the diversity of students in this cohort, it was also believed that just two or three standard focus groups would probably be inadequate.  Scarce analytical resources however made it difficult to set up and run many groups.  For the same reason, semi-structured questionnaires distributed to all students would present resource difficulties for us given the size of the cohort.

We therefore elected to adopt an innovative approach using semi‑structured questionnaires containing “Evaluative” and “Scenario” type questions built around the student experience.  Students would respond to these questions in self-selecting groups of up to six students, where one student was nominated as the note-taker.  There was no requirement for a group to come to consensus, simply for the note-taker to record responses.  The groups were designed to last about fifteen minutes.

Discussion

This nuts and bolts paper explores student responses, the similarities and differences in the two types of feedback and an evaluation of the methodology.
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