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In India, promoting quality in education has been the focus of almost all the national consultations and the committees constituted at different stages of the development of its education system. Among the various national consultations, discussions, and recommendations that gave a direction and focus to its developmental strategies after independence, the National Policies on Education (NPE) have played a major role. The NPE of 1986 and its programme of action evolved a series of strategic plans to focus on quality of higher education. One of the strategies recommended was the establishment of an independent council to promote institutional evaluation, which culminated in the establishment of the National Assessment and Accreditation Council (NAAC) in 1994 as the apex body to accredit institutions of higher education. 

The methodology of NAAC is a combination of self-study and peer review, in line with the international trend. In general, NAAC's process of accreditation has made institutions realise that quality is the responsibility of the institutions themselves. This realisation has made the institutions take up initiatives beyond the mandatory requirements of the much criticised affiliating system. Quality management procedures were introduced in some institutions. For example, institutions introduced peer appraisal and student evaluation of teachers, issues that still continue to be the bone of contention in many countries. In particular, the attitude of the institutions towards the reliability of student feedback and the competence of the students to provide meaningful feedback underwent a tremendous change. This paper discusses the impact that has been made by this attitudinal change. 

The concept of internal quality assurance cell (IQAC) promoted by NAAC and the manual for accreditation that provides operational details has played a substantial role in this attitudinal change. The guidelines given in those manuals have facilitated the institutions to strengthen their efforts and initiatives to analyse the feedback from students. The guidelines given by NAAC for IQAC consist of various questionnaires that are meant for collecting feedback from students in a structured way. Student feedback on courses, questionnaire for students at the entry level, questionnaire for exiting students and student feedback on teachers are a few to mention. When institutions read these manuals and guidelines, they started using them. 

In addition, NAAC has developed a questionnaire to elicit information on the educational experiences of students in an institution. The questionnaires are generally distributed at random by the NAAC staff during the on site visit and the feedback thus collected forms the basis for further interaction between the peer team and a group of students. This exercise has made institutions realise that the students provide meaningful and responsible inputs on their campus experiences that could be transformed into suggestions for the further growth and development of the institution. 

NAAC has also observed that in a few leading institutions some of the departments were collecting student feedback due to the initiatives of a few enthusiastic members of the faculty and NAAC’s process has made all departments take up student feedback as an institutional strategy. There have been instances where feedback was being collected informally and those efforts became formal mechanisms due to the accreditation experience. Accreditation gave the force needed to institutionalise the fragmented and informal departmental or individual views and efforts as formal strategies. Interaction with the peer team members during the site visit, and the evaluative remarks made by the team in the assessment reports, have also contributed to this. Most of the assessment reports make a due mention of the student feedback,  either commending the existing practices or recommending further improvements, and institutions have taken them very seriously in the formulation of their future plan. The apprehension that the students do not have the competence to evaluate the teachers changed; the faith that the students can express their expectations and satisfaction of their educational experience became accepted.

After assessing around 150 institutions, NAAC did an impact analysis on the first 100 institutions that had at least six months to act on the assessment report. The analysis revealed that one of the areas where a major impact has been made was ‘improvement in student support services’ and more specifically on collecting and using student feedback to improve those services.

The importance given to the student feedback could be seen in the introduction of need-based programmes and skill-oriented non-degree programs to fulfil the growing demand from students. The autonomous institutions (universities and autonomous colleges) that had the freedom to innovate in curriculum initiated efforts to restructure the curriculum. Institutions focused their attention on the student support services within their reach, which they had never thought of before. Student support like open access and extended working hours of the library, getting latest books and quality journals, establishing inter-library linkage, centralised computer centre with an access to it, placement cell, campus interviews, on-the-job training, guidance and counselling and financial assistance were greatly improved. Although information technology was in the computer science departments, the analysis of student feedback made the institutions realise that the non-science students also demand computer orientation. Institutional efforts for its appropriate use and preparing its members for optimum use greatly improved. That led to the use of technology as a learning resource in the real sense by more faculty members. 

In sum, the change in the attitude of the institutions towards student participation, and the ability of the students to give feedback on their educational experience had a transformative effect on various dimensions of the educational experience. 

