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Abstract

This study revealed the results of the validation of the Course Experience
Questionnaire (CEQ) within the Bachelor degree students who undertook their
undergraduate from a Western university with 50% of the classes conducted in
Malaysia. The specific instrument has been used extensively in other contexts to
investigate the teaching-learning environment in Higher Education Institutions
(HEIs). A sample of 368 students from the HEIs participated in this study. The
validity and reliability of the CEQ were investigated through exploratory factor
analysis and Cronbach alpha coefficient. The overall course satisfaction was used as
an external criterion in order to strengthen the instrument’s validity. The exploratory
factor analysis identified four constructs reflecting good teaching, generic skills,
appropriate assessment and clear goals and standards. The population of the research
was limited and data was collected only from students of HEIs so the generalization
of findings needs attention from more institutions.

Keywords: Course Experience Questionnaire, Higher Education Institutions,
Exploratory Factor Analysis, Twinning programs

Introduction

Many of those who are interested in the study and improvement of tertiary teaching believe
that there is a need for more extensive studies which will provide a database for programmes
of improvement. Different groups have a different set of perceptions and reasons for their
concerns about the improvement of teaching quality. Academics often are interested to
better understand and improve university teaching for purposes of diagnosis and self-
development whereas students’ interests are more clear-cut - they benefit (or not) from the
performance of their lecturers (Goh & Wong, 2015). It has become increasingly common for
institutions of higher learning to seek to monitor their students’ experiences for both
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curriculum development and quality assurance purposes. According to Biggs (1999), quality
learning among students is facilitated by quality teaching. Students’ opinions and
perceptions about their teaching and learning may be used by themselves and others to make
better choice of programmes and academics (Akareem & Hossain, 2016; McKeachie, 1979).
The use of questionnaires in monitoring student evaluation of teaching quality has been
greatly reviewed and found to be valid and reliable (Marsh, 1984). One such tool to measure
student perceptions of the teaching quality of their courses is the Course Experience
Questionnaire (CEQ).

The use of the CEQ as a performance indicator has been extensively reported in
Australia and Britain. The applicability of the CEQ to a wide variety of educational contexts
in western universities such as in medical education (Broomfield & Bligh, 1998; Graham D.
Hendry et al, 2001; Lyon & Hendry, 2002), accounting (Mathews et al, 1990), distance
education (Richardson & Woodley, 2003; Richardson, 1994), and nurse education (Byrne &
Flood, 2008) has been demonstrated. However, there is little research examining the
appropriateness of the CEQ to be used in a Malaysian context and specifically in a western
degree programme done locally (better known as “twinning degree programmes”).

Twinning degree programmes are overseas western curriculum taught in Malaysia.
With twinning arrangements, students spend different study periods in Malaysia and in
overseas partner universities. For example, for a three-year degree programme, a student
may spend the first year or first two years in the Malaysian local institutions and complete
the remainder at the overseas universities. Alternatively, a student is able to complete the
foreign degree locally at the institution. There is always a concern that any a priori set of
statements to which individuals from a western environment respond to using a specified
format is not necessary understood by another group of students in another culture. Second,
while the CEQ has been demonstrated to be a useful evaluation tool, it is argued that some
items within the instrument which is developed in a country with a curriculum that practices
a more open educational philosophy and instructional processes may be incompatible to
Malaysian students who come from more traditional didactic teaching programme (Thien &
Ong, 2016). Therefore, the main intention of this study was to acquire information on the
validity and reliability of the CEQ in a Malaysian twinning programme setting.

Development of the CEQ

The Course Experience Questionnaire (CEQ) began as the Course Perceptions
Questionnaire (CPQ) designed by Ramsden and Entwistle (1981) in the United Kingdom.
The CPQ was developed from an analysis of open-ended student feedback about their
learning environments as presented in Table 1. It was found that students were likely to
learn more effectively if those eight characteristics were present positively in their learning
environment.

Table 1. Subscales contained in the Course Perceptions Questionnaire.

Scale Meaning
Formal teaching methods Lectures and classes more important than  individual
study.
Clear goals and standards Assessment standards and ends of studying clearly
defined.
Workload Heavy pressures to fulfil task requirements.
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Vocational relevance Perceived relevance of course to careers.

Good teaching Well-prepared, helpful, committed teachers.

Freedom in learning Discretion of students to choose and organise own work.

Openness to students Quality of academic and social relationships between
students.

Good social climate nglity of academic and social relationships between
students.

Source: Ramdsen and Entwistle (1981, p.371)

Using both the theoretical and empirical basis of the CPQ, a variation to the CPQ
was developed by Ramsden (1991) who renamed it the Course Experience Questionnaire
(CEQ). The questionnaire was developed in Australia at a time when quality and
accountability in higher education became increasingly important. Further, there were a
limited number of robust instruments that could evaluate higher education students’ learning
environments at a course level. Course level refers to a full course of study (for example, a
degree programme), rather than student ratings of a particular subject or teacher (Byrne &
Flood, 2008). Evaluating at a course level was seen as less threatening to academics who
might fear that ratings at the individual level may lack objectivity.

The CEQ, offered reliable and useful feedback on students’ learning environments,
and it can also be used to evaluate teaching effectiveness at a course level (Byrne & Flood,
2008). It was developed to be used by students in higher education to report perceptions of
their learning environment and contained 30 questions divided into five scales: Good
Teaching (8 items), Clear Goals and Standards (5 items), Appropriate Workload (5 items),
Appropriate Assessment (6 items), and Emphasis on Independence (6 items). Preliminary
investigations of the CEQ confirmed the internal consistency of the scales and demonstrated
its ability to discriminate between courses (Ramsden, 1991). Based on the strength of
preliminary studies, the Australian Higher Education Performance Indicators Research
Group (PIRG) recommended that the CEQ be trialled nationally.

In 1990, the CEQ was distributed to final year students of different academic
disciplines across a range of higher education institutions in Australia. A total of 3,372 valid
responses were collected (Ramsden, 1991). The internal consistency of the five scales was
examined using Cronbach alpha coefficients and was found to be satisfactory. Validation
was conducted through factor analysis, which confirmed the five-scale structure (Ramsden,
1991; Matthews, Brown, & Jackson, 1990).

Replication of the original study (Ramsden, 1991) was conducted by Trigwell and
Prosser (1991) using a sample of 55 final year Australian nursing students, and they reported
a scale structure broadly similar to Ramsden (1991). Richardson (1994) validated the use of
the CEQ with a sample of 95 undergraduate students in a variety of social science courses in
a university in the United Kingdom, while another British study by Broomfield and Bligh
(1998) validated the use of the CEQ for medical students, and further confirmed the basic
scale structure of the instrument.

The 23-item CEQ

While the CEQ in its original form was well accepted and endorsed for use by the Graduate
Careers Council of Australia (GCCA), it was proposed that a revised form was needed that
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took into account an awareness that higher education needed to produce graduates who were
not only competent academically, but who also possessed process skills relevant to
employability (Wilson, Lizzio, & Ramsden, 1997). Most of the original items and scales
from Ramsden’s (1991) CEQ were retained with the exception of Emphasis on
Independence. The Emphasis on Independence subscale was omitted due to its weaker scale
structure, and in its place a new Generic Skills scale was introduced. The factor structure of
the revised version was highly satisfactory and Wilson et al. (1997, p.41) conclude that it
‘offers a stable factor structure equal to the... full form, with the advantage of cleaner
relationsips between items and scales’. This revised CEQ, which has 23 items, became the
most commonly used version of the instrument.

The coefficient alpha values for the revised form demonstrated acceptable levels of
internal consistency (Wilson et al., 1997), although they were lower when compared to the
original CEQ. Byrne and Flood (2003) reported that the alpha values for three scales (Good
Teaching, Appropriate Assessment, and Generic Skills) of the revised CEQ were lower than
those identified by Wilson et al. (1997), however, they were nevertheless satisfactory with
moderate to high levels of internal consistency (refer to Table 2). Eley (1998) used the
revised CEQ with 352 business and engineering students in Australia, and noted that the
reliability and validity of the revised CEQ was acceptable and in line with those reported in
the studies described above.

Table 2. Cronbach Alpha Values from Ramsden (1991), Wilson et al. (1997), and Byrne and
Flood (2003).

Ramsden Wilson et al. Byrne and Flood
(1991) (1997) (2003)
CEQ scale 30-item CEQ revised CEQ revised CEQ
n=3372 n = 1362 n =204
Good Teaching 0.87 0.88 0.76
Clear Goals and Standards 0.80 0.76 0.78
Appropriate Workload 0.77 0.69 0.73
Appropriate Assessment 0.71 0.70 0.69
Emphasis on Independence 0.72 - -
Generic Skills - 0.77 0.66

Adapted from: Wilson et al. (1997); Byrne and Flood (2003).

The study
Aim

The primary aim of this study is to establish the reliability and validity of the CEQ for use
with Malaysian tertiary students, in particular from the twinning programmes.

Sample

The population for the study consisted of second and third year undergraduate students (n =
368) from six private higher educational institutions offering the twinning programmes from
either Australian or British universities. Out of the 368 participants, 166 were doing
Engineering and Computer Science programmes, while the other 202 were in business,
commerce, accounting, finance or management programmes. They were made up of equal
numbers of 184 males and 184 females. Some 168 students were 21 years of age and
younger. The ethnic divide of the total sample included 82% Chinese, 10% Indian, 5 %
Malay, with the remaining coming from other indigenous races.
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The instrument

The revised CEQ was the instrument used in this study. As previously outlined, the revised
form has 23 items made up of a Good Teaching Scale (6 items), Clear Goals and Standards
Scale (4 items), Appropriate Workload Scale (4 items), Appropriate Assessment Scale (3
items), and Generic Skills Scale (6 items). Table 3 presents the meanings of the five scales.

Table 3. The scales of the revised CEQ.

Scale Meaning

Good Teaching Addresses teaching practice such as providing useful and
timely feedback, providing clear explanations, able to
motivate students, effort in making the course interesting, and
able to understand students’ problems.

Clear Goals and Standards Addresses course quality as measured by clear aims and
objectives, and providing clear expectations of the standard of
work expected from students.

Appropriate Assessment Addresses the extent to which assessment practices measure
higher order thinking and understanding rather than simple
factual recall.

Appropriate Workload Addresses students’ perceptions of the reasonableness of the
workload. The scale looks into the extent to which a heavy
workload interferes with student learning.

Generic Skills Addresses the extent to which students’ learning has fostered
the development of generic skills identified as being a
valuable outcome of university education.

Adapted from: Lyon and Hendry (2002, pp.342-346).

Several items were reworded to provide a balance of ‘positive’ and ‘negative’
statements. Students’ responses were recorded on a five-point scale of 1 (‘Strongly
disagree’) to 5 (‘Strongly agree’). Summing the scores on the appropriate items provided
scores on the five scales, with a high score corresponding to a perception of good teaching.
Some items had to be recoded to reflect the opposite meaning to that of the scale. For
example in item 3, if a student responded 1 (strongly disagree) to ‘The workload was too
heavy’, this was recoded to 5 (strongly agree) to reflect the students’ perception of
appropriate workload. Items that had to be recoded are marked with an asterisk in Table 4.

Where necessary, some CEQ statements (items) were slightly reworded to ensure
that they were suitable for use is a Malaysian context. For example, CEQ item 11, ‘The
teaching staff normally gave me helpful feedback on how I was going’, would be reworded
to read ‘The teaching staff normally gave me helpful feedback on how I was progressing’.
Similar re-wordings were conducted on items 16, 19 and 21. In all the re-wording, the
original word was followed as closely as possible so that the meaning of each item was
preserved.
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Table 4. Items of the course experience questionnaire.

Good Teaching Scale (6 items)

2
5

10
11
12
14

The teaching staff of this course motivated me to do my best work.

The staff put a lot of time into commenting on my work.

The staff made a real effort to understand difficulties | might be having with my work.
The teaching staff normally gave me helpful feedback on how | was doing.

My lecturers were extremely good at explaining things.

The teaching staff worked hard to make their subjects interesting.

Clear Goals and Standards Scale (4 items)

1
4

8
17

It was always easy to know the standard of work expected.

I usually had a clear idea of where | was going and what was expected of me in this
course.
It was often hard to find out what was expected of me in this course.

The staff made it clear right from the start what they expected from students

Appropriate Workload Scale (4 items)

3
9

15
16

The workload was too heavy.

I usually had a clear idea of where | was going and what was expected of me in this
course.
It was often hard to find out what was expected of me in this course.

The huge amount of work to be got through in this course meant that it couldn’t be all
completely understood.

Appropriate Assessment Scale (3 items)

6
7

13

To do well in this course all you really needed was a good memory.

The staff seemed more interested in testing what |1 had memorised than what | had
understood.

Too many staff asked me questions just about facts

Generic Skills Scale (6 items)

18
19
20
21
22
23

The course developed my problem-solving skills.

The course improved my logical skills.

The course helped me develop my ability to work as a team member.

As a result of my course, | feel confident about overcoming unfamiliar problems.
The course improved my skills in written communication.

My course helped me to develop the ability to plan my own work.
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Results

Responses were analysed to furnish evidence for CEQ regarding its factor structure, scale
correlation, and scale internal reliability.

Factor analysis

Validation of the revised CEQ with the sample of 368 students commenced with principal
components factor analysis followed by varimax rotation. A combination of the scree test
and eigenvalue greater than one rule was used to determine the number of factors to be
extracted. A value of 0.40 was used for the factor loadings. Table 5 shows the results of the
factor loadings for the CEQ questioannire, along with the percentage of variance extracted
for each scale.

Table 5. Factor analysis of the CEQ

Scales ItemNo. Factorl Factor2 Factor3 Factor4 Factor5
Good Teaching 2 0.63

5 0.60

10 0.74

11 0.74

12 0.73

14 0.70
Generic Skills 18 0.64

19 0.70

20 0.68

21 0.69

22 0.64

23 0.61
Appropriate 6 0.52
Assessment

7 0.71

13 0.46
Clear Goals and 1 0.67
Standards

0.40
0.63 0.36*

17 0.48
Appropriate 3 0.74
Workload

9

15 0.73

16
% Variance 15.01 14.12 8.14 7.32 6.75

Factor loading of less than 0.40 not shown
* To demonstrate the lower loading within its own scale
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The principal components resulted in a five-factor structure which explained
51.34% of the extracted variance for the five scales. The Good Teaching and Generic Skills
Scales loaded perfectly. Although the items for Appropriate Assessment loaded as expected,
item 8 from Clear Goals and Standards also loaded highly on this scale. Three items from
the Clear Goals and Standards Scale loaded well on its structure, although item 8 had a
loading of less than 0.40 with its own scale (it loaded with 0.36). The positive loading of
item 8 (‘it was often hard to find out what was expected of me in this course) on the
Appropriate Assessment Scale could suggest that Malaysian students positively associate
their inability to understand what was expected of them in their work with that of using
memorisation and factual recall to get through the course. Based on the high positive loading
of item 8 on the Appropriate Assessment Scale and a much lower loading onto it own scale,
item 8 was included into the Appropriate Assessment Scale. Items from Appropriate
Workload did not load as expected with only two items showing significant loadings greater
than 0.40. The four factors that were generated from the varimax rotation were labelled:
Factor 1 — Aspects of Good Teaching (six items); Factor 2 — Generic Skill (six items);
Factor 3 — Aspects of Appropriate Assessment (four items); Factor 4 — Aspects of Clear
Goals and Standards (three items).

Scale correlations

One criterion to validate further the four-factor CEQ was to examine the relationships
between the scores and an external criterion. One such external criterion used is overall
satisfaction (Ramsden, 1991; Wilson, Lizzio, & Ramsden, 1997; Byrne and Flood, 2003).
There was a question (question 24) which asked students to state the extent of their overall
satisfaction with the course. The CEQ was correlated with overall satisfaction (Table 6).
Aspects of Assessment had a significant but small correlation with satisfaction while
Aspects of Good Teaching, Generic Skills, and Aspects of Clear Goals and Standards, and
had high associations with the satisfaction scores. Aspects of Appropriate Workload did not
correlate at all.

Table 6.
Aspects of Aspects of Aspects of Aspects of Generic
Good Clear Goals Appropriate  Appropriate Skills
Teaching and Workload Assessments
Standards
Overall 0.61** 0.49** 0.10 0.18** 0.52**
Satisfaction
**p <001

Internal consistency

Cronbach alpha reliability was used as an index of scale internal consistency. Table 7 shows
the alpha reliability values for the five different scales. The Cronbach alpha reliability for
the Appropriate Assessment before adding item 8 was 0.48, and Clear Goals and Standards
with four items was 0.47. After the change over of item 8 into the Aspects of Appropriate
Assessment Scale, the alpha reliability increased to 0.55, while Aspects of Clear Goals and
Standards with three items increased to 0.52.
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Table 7. Reliability. (Cronbach Alpha Coefficient) before and after Change Over of Item-8.

Reliability
Before Item-8 Change  After Item-8 Change

Over Over

Scale
Aspects of Good Teaching 0.82 0.82
Aspects of Clear Goals and Standards 0.47 0.52
Aspects of Appropriate Workload 0.44 0.45
Aspects of Appropriate Assessment 0.48 0.55
Generic Skills 0.79 0.79
0.47 0.52
Overall Reliability 0.80

Discussion and conclusion

The 23-item CEQ was developed for overall degree or course evaluation. Its use in western
universities has been widely reported, but its use in non-western environment has been very
little described. Furthermore, many of the studies have been carried out within a campus
environment, where the teaching, learning and curriculum come from the university where
the study was conducted. Therefore, when a twinning programme mode of educational
delivery is being evaluated, it is useful to have a relatively stable and reliable instrument for
such innovation or to possess an instrument that can be modified to suit the peculiar
characteristics of such mode.

It would appear that Malaysian twinning university students perceive Good
Teaching and Generic Skills to be two important domains in evaluating university teaching
quality. The results were found to similar different from the previous studies which
confirmed the factor structures of CEQ23 (e.g., Broomfield & Bligh, 1998; Byrne & Flood,
2008; Wilson et al., 1997). Despite some overlapping among the items, Appropriate
Assessment and Clear Goals and Standards, the alpha values were found to be relatively
appropriate as compared to the corresponding values found by Law and Meyer (2011).
However, only two items of the Appropriate Workload loaded and it had very low alpha
value.

It is worth highlighting that the overall the 23-item CEG might not be applicable to
the Malaysian twinning program university’s context. Although the alpha values were
acceptable, but it was still considered low (Nunnally, 1978). Only the alpha values of the
scales of Good Teaching, Generic Skills were robust. The items of the scale were found to
have loaded on other scales. In other words, the items were not quite measuring what they
were supposed to measure for the CEQ scales based on the Malaysian twinning program’s
student responses. Nevertheless, although there were some overlapping of the factor
structures, the Good Teaching, Generic Skills, Appropriate Assessment and Clear Goals and
Standards did appear to be relatively better compared with the original version of the scales
of the CEQ 23. This could imply that students’ perceptions were somewhat similar on these
two scales based on their experience in undertaking university degree courses by the
twinning mode. However, a note of caution, the cultural differences between Malaysian
students and the imported programs from western countries could perhaps result in different
interpretations of the item(s) by the respondents. This can alter the way each item was
perceived. The conceptual and cultural equivalence must need to be taken into consideration
(Schary & Waldron, 2017).

One possible reason the fourth scale, aspects of appropriate workload, did not
perform as expected could be that students did not comprehend the meanings of the items or
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that students might be responding to those items differently. This could, in part, be due to
the different course disciplines which have different cultures influencing the learning
environment or different work ethics found within the learning environment. Hence, it is
recommended that an examination of the items in appropriate workload scale be conducted
as the scale might still provide useful information. Each statement can be reviewed to check
that it is appropriate and if necessary have words changed to provide suitability in the
twinning programme environment. Testing of the revised form together with the other scales
would be required.

Moving forward, this study recommends that there should be more items creates in
all the scales that is more related to the twinning mode environment. As twinning mode
programs can be different from an on-campus learning, other items which can respond to
issues such as classroom settings, student support, resources, library use, student support
from partner universities, quality of graduates should be included. According to Kuh (2001),
any learning experience should also include aspects of student engagement and their
participation. Aspects of motivation can also be important as more times than not, these
twinning students are away from their original campus and might not have the same support
like their counterpart.

Perhaps, future study of the 23-item CEG might include other variables pertaining
to the effect of gender, ethnic groups, and school or faculty differences in influencing
twinning program students towards their evaluation of their own teaching and learning
quality. An exploration of gender, ethnic groups, and school differences could also be
expanded to other types of twining programs especially those that do the 1+3 or 3+1 types of
programs. The number of years the students spend locally or overseas could also have some
effect towards how they perceive their teaching and learning. A larger sample size is always
recommenced. This study did not conduct a confirmatory factor analysis or a multi-group
confirmatory factor analysis which could better differentiate between variables or better
confirm the factor structures. Future study could also include more cross-cultural studies
with other countries which also adopt the twinning mode of study to ensure consistency in
the content and face validity between original CEQ.

Despite the fact that the empirical study does not support the use of the whole 23
items of the CEQ, this finding is still important to educators and policymakers.
Policymakers might use some of the items to determine aspects such as teaching quality and
allocation of resources. Teaching staff knowledgeable in the twinning mode can be better
prepared if they have some form of benchmark about how the students perceived their
twinning programs and learning. As generic skills are now important to take these students
into the Industrial Revolution 4,0 — the scales within generic skills can be used or expanded
for this purpose. Since education do not just begin at the tertiary level, perhaps the CEQ can
also be adapted, modified and translated to be used in schools too.

To conclude, this study set out to determine if the 23-item CEQ can be used with
twinning program students. It has contributed to the empirical evidence of the scale based on
Malaysian twinning students’ sample. Although the CEQ does not show that the 23 items
are appropriate to use in its entirety, it however, indicate that it is a useful instrument to
improve further tertiary students in the twinning mode. Despite the omission of the fourth
scale, this study demonstrated that the CEQ would be a useful instrument for lecturers to use
to monitor their students’ learning environment. The CEQ can also report on the views of
students in a twinning programme environment about what makes it difficult for them to
learn and what academics can do to help them learn. In addition, it also enables lecturers to
obtain feedback quickly about themselves and their classrooms from a student’s perspective.

Future improvement towards it psychometric properties is needed. Cross cultural
study of the instruments is also necessary. The instrument can assist a better understanding

10
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of how twinning student discern their teaching and learning quality. Other important
variables could also be included if any new formulation of the CEQ are conducted.
Nevertheless, this is a first starting point to assist tertiary education in the twinning mode to
ensure quality assurance within their imported programs and for the ‘importer’ to assist local
universities attain a high standard of education.
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