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Lost in translation: from the university’s quality assurance system to student 
evaluation practice
Iris H. Borch

Centre for Teaching, Learning and Technology, UiT the Arctic University of Norway, Tromsø, Norway

ABSTRACT
Student course evaluation is a mandatory part of quality assurance systems in Norwegian 
higher education, aiming to enhance educational quality. However, several studies report that 
student course evaluation mainly is used for quality assurance and not for quality enhance-
ment. Drawing upon translation theory, this paper analyses how the quality assurance system 
(QAS) that regulates evaluation, the actors and the arenas of translation at a Norwegian 
university affect student evaluation practice and its uses. Academic leaders were interviewed 
and evaluation documents analysed. Results show that the leaders were not familiar with the 
university’s established guidelines for an ideal evaluation practice in QAS. The academics 
described an evaluation practice that seems to be more internal-driven rooted in their values, 
previous experiences, local cultures and traditions rather than on regulations like QAS. Their 
translation of evaluation can be regarded as modified translation. The academics’ approach to 
evaluation seems to be based upon a logic of appropriateness. The different actors involved 
in evaluation processes seem to base their actions on contradicting logics. This can help 
understand why a de-coupling from evaluation described in QAS occurred. These findings 
and the academics’ perspectives should be taken into consideration when future evaluation 
systems are created.
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Introduction

Student course evaluation has become a central part of 
quality assurance systems in higher education world-
wide. When student evaluation was introduced in 
higher education in the 1960s, the aim was to use the 
evaluation data for improvement of teaching and stu-
dents’ learning (Darwin, 2016). However, rather than 
being a tool for quality enhancement and improved 
teaching and learning, these evaluations are mostly 
used for quality assurance of education (Darwin, 2016; 
Douglas & Douglas, 2006; Haji et al., 2013). Although 
we know that student evaluation is not always actively 
used to improve educational programs and students’ 
learning (Beran et al., 2005; Kember et al., 2002; Stein 
et al., 2013), we lack knowledge about why this is the 
case. Policy makers, university management and aca-
demics consider student evaluation as an important 
indicator for educational quality. Consequently, the 
demands towards students to provide feedback about 
academic courses and programmes have increased 
(Darwin, 2016; Little & Williams, 2010) as evaluation 
has been incorporated in educational policies and man-
ifested its position in regulations (Saunders, 2011). Not 
only have evaluation activities increased in numbers, 
but it also seems to be an expectation that evaluations 

will lead to educational quality improvement (Bamber 
& Anderson, 2012). This trust in evaluation might relate 
to the fact that evaluation is inherently rationalist and 
causal grounded in the logics of cause and effect 
(Vedung, 2010).

Although evaluation has existed within higher edu-
cation since the 1960s, the formats have changed, parti-
cularly the last three decades. Whereas evaluation 
earlier mostly was self-regulative practices driven by 
the academic teachers themselves, it is nowadays often 
based on externally derived requirements (Trowler, 
2011). This change might be explained by the introduc-
tion of management models in higher education, 
wherein evaluation also can be understood as 
a management technique, influenced by managerialism 
(Cuthbert, 2011). Despite this shift in regulation of 
educational evaluations, the actors who are responsible 
to conduct internal student evaluation remain the same, 
namely the teachers or academic leaders on programme 
level. In this study, their role in translation of evaluation 
is explored.

It is recognized that evaluation is dependent on 
organizational contexts (Højlund, 2014). Two organiza-
tional aspects among others that we can assume have 
relevance on how evaluation is organized and practised 
are the regulations that mandates evaluation practice 
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and the formal local evaluation systems. These com-
prise recommendations and guidelines for evaluation to 
direct evaluation practice.

While earlier literature reviews on evaluation use did 
not focus on institutional aspects (Johnson et al., 2009), 
evaluation approaches from this millennium such as 
Evaluation Capacity Building (ECB) recognize that con-
textual aspects in the organization play an important 
role in the ability to do and use evaluation (Bourgeois & 
Bradley Cousins, 2013; Bradley et al., 2014; Preskill & 
Boyle, 2008). Examples of organizational aspects con-
tributing to increased capacity to do and use evaluations 
include external accountability requirements and orga-
nizational systems and structures that mediate staff 
interaction and communication about evaluation pro-
cesses (Bourgeois & Bradley Cousins, 2013). However, 
there is little published research on how institutions put 
the policies around evaluation into play and how imple-
mentation of formal evaluation systems might affect 
engagement with evaluation data (Moskal et al., 2016). 
More knowledge about what roles the actors or stake-
holders play in evaluation processes and in translating 
evaluation might help us understand why evaluation 
primarily is used as quality assurance, and not much 
for quality enhancement. In addition, when considering 
all the time spent on evaluation, research on evaluation 
use from the involved stakeholders’ perspectives is 
necessary.

In this paper, I draw upon translation theory, and 
will investigate: How is student evaluation contextua-
lized and translated locally at the university? More 
specifically, this paper analyses characteristics of (1) 
the QAS, (2) the arenas where evaluation takes place 
and (3) the actors (leaders) who are central to the 
planning and translation of student evaluation. 
Student evaluation refers to evaluations developed and 
initiated locally and to students’ feedback about aca-
demic courses.

At this Norwegian university, actors involved in 
the evaluation practice are leaders, administrative 
staff and students, also named as key stakeholders. 
In this study academic leaders at health professional 
education programmes are interviewed. Moreover, 
educational documents describing student evaluation 
and QAS are included and analysed. The term ‘arena’ 
comprises the places where QAS and the evaluation 
system are established and conceptualized, hence 
where the idea travels from and the arena where 
evaluation and QAS travels to.

Regulation and use of student evaluation 
data in higher education

In Europe, educational evaluations in higher educa-
tion institutions are frequently regulated by local 

quality assurance systems that comply with the 
European Standards and Guidelines for Quality 
Assurance in the European Higher Education Area 
(ESG) (EHEA, 2015). Within these standards and 
guidelines student evaluation is one of many 
components.

Westerheijden and Kohoutek (2014) emphasize 
that local implementation of the ESG should not be 
underestimated; cultures, norms and values in dif-
ferent countries and institutions are important 
when ideas are put into practice. They underline 
that various actors might understand educational 
reforms and management ideas in higher education 
in different ways. Studies of how academics regard 
these institutional evaluation systems state that aca-
demics accept the requirement of following these 
systems (Beran & Rokosh, 2009; Ory et al., 2001; 
Stein et al., 2012). However, other studies show 
that the will and motivation to use evaluation 
data decreases if academics believe that quality 
assurance systems exist to control and audit 
(Harvey, 2002; Newton, 2000).

The majority of research on the use of student 
evaluation data has been related to the validity and 
reliability of written evaluation methods 
(Hornstein, 2017; Spooren et al., 2013; Wright & 
Jenkins-Guarnieri, 2012) and investigations of use 
from teachers’ perspectives (Bamber & Anderson, 
2012; Beran & Rokosh, 2009; Burden, 2008; 
Edström, 2008; Hendry et al., 2007; Stein et al., 
2012, 2013). Some empirical studies have provided 
insights into factors that hinder and facilitate use 
(Cousins, 2003; Edström, 2008; Hendry et al., 2007; 
Kember et al., 2002; Richardson, 2005). Although 
some of these factors can be categorized as organi-
zational aspects, few have investigated their use in 
relation to the internal evaluation systems in higher 
education.

Many academics are not engaged with evaluation 
beyond the programme level (Edström, 2008; Hendry 
et al., 2007). According to recommendations from 
research on evaluation use, involvement throughout 
the whole evaluation process and a sense of owner-
ship of the system are considered as important to 
enhancing the use of evaluation (Johnson et al., 
2009; Patton, 2008). Therefore, a low engagement 
beyond programme level might affect the use of eva-
luation data negatively. Moreover, a study from New 
Zealand concludes that it is possible to increase aca-
demics’ engagement in evaluation by improving tech-
nical aspects of the evaluation system (Moskal et al., 
2016) and also being clear about the institutional 
expectations (Stein et al., 2012). In order to facilitate 
the use of students’ feedback through staff engage-
ment, it is recommended that universities provide 
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teachers consultations and opportunities to discuss 
evaluation findings (Neumann, 2000; Penny & Coe, 
2004; Piccinin et al., 1999).

Educational policy and regulation of student 
evaluation in Norway

Student evaluation of teaching and programmes has 
been a statutory requirement in Norway since 2002. 
The Act relating to universities and university col-
leges states that all Norwegian universities are 
required to include student evaluation as a central 
part of their local quality assurance systems (Lovdata, 
2005).

Student evaluation is described as essential to qual-
ity assurance of higher education in a national white 
paper, ‘The Quality Reform’, from 2001 (Meld. St. 27, 
2000–2001), but has, as mentioned above, existed in 
higher education longer. The intention of implement-
ing local quality assurance systems was to assure 
a continuous improvement of educational quality 
through systematic, documentation of the education 
programmes (Meld. St. 7, 2007–2008). Stensaker 
(2006) studied how six Norwegian higher education 
institutions, including the university in this study, 
adapted to political reforms that aimed to improve 
the quality of teaching and learning and concluded 
that “political pressure for reform can be difficult for 
higher education to reject, but that policies can be 
translated in various ways due to the different and 
sometimes conflicting ‘organisational ideals’. 
Fifteen years after the reform, a new white paper, 
‘Quality Culture in Higher Education’ (Meld. St. 16, 
2016–2017) states that the quality assurance systems, 
including student evaluation, have not been used in 
quality development to the extent that the Ministry 
expected when they were introduced. The Norwegian 
Ministry of Education points to weaknesses with 
many of the quality assurance systems and expects 
a stronger emphasis on use of students’ feedback in 
development of educational programmes in the 
future. There are few explanations and no analysis 
within the white paper as to why academics do not 
use student evaluations as expected in quality devel-
opment (Meld. St. 16, 2016–2017).

Evaluation as institutionalized phenomenon

Student evaluation seems to be institutionalized in 
higher education today, meaning that it is 
a phenomenon that is taken for granted in the sector. 
Moreover, people expect evaluation to be an activity 
that takes place in modern organizations.

This study is grounded within institutionalism. 
Institutionalism can be considered as a way of think-
ing about social life and a result of human activities 
(DiMaggio & Powell, 1991). When referring to 

human activities, actions and decisions within an 
institutional framework, March and Olsen (1996, 
pp. 251–252) state that: ‘choice’ (…) is based more 
on a logic of appropriateness”. Implementation of 
new practices or procedures is based on subjective 
interpretations by actors. These interpretations are 
influenced by established cultures and norms in an 
organization (DiMaggio & Powell, 1991) where actors 
do what they consider as appropriate within the 
organizational context and in relation to their role 
(Eriksson-Zetterquist, 2009).

Scott (2014, p. 57) defines institutions as ‘multi-
faceted, durable, social structures, made up of sym-
bolic elements, social activities and material 
resources’. Højlund (2014) states that evaluation fits 
well with this definition of institution and refers to 
Dahler-Larsen, who claims that ‘evaluation has 
become an institution in our society’ (Dahler- 
Larsen, 2011, p. 3) and can be considered as an 
‘institutionalized standard’. Moreover, Dahler-Larsen 
(2006) emphasizes that the extent of institutionaliza-
tion differs from organization to organization. 
Central building blocks or pillars in institutional 
structures are regulative, normative and cultural- 
cognitive elements, which are all build upon different 
logics. The regulative pillar is built upon a logic of 
instrumentality, the normative pillar upon a logic of 
appropriateness and the cultural-cognitive pillar 
upon a logic of orthodoxy (Scott, 2014). 
Czarniawska and Joerges (1996) argue that when 
ideas are travelling, they must be translated into 
local contexts. This study investigates how evaluation 
is translated within the local context of a Norwegian 
university. Because evaluation already has travelled 
into the university and is regarded as an institutiona-
lized phenomenon, the paper analyses the contextua-
lization and intra-organizational translation within 
the university.

Translation of evaluation as institutionalized 
phenomenon

The analytical framework is based on translation 
theory, an understanding of translations founded in 
institutionalism. Within institutionalism, translation 
is a generalized operation or process, more than 
a linguistic phenomenon (Eriksson-Zetterquist, 
2009). ‘Translation theory is characterized by 
a strong empirical orientation towards revealing, 
understanding and explaining what really happen to 
management ideas throughout the transfer and 
implementation processes (Røvik, 2019, p. 129)’

This paper draws upon an understanding of trans-
lations described by Røvik (2007), Røvik (2019, 2016, 
2011). Røvik (2011) defines translation as ‘more or 
less deliberate transformation of practices and/or 
ideas that happens when various actors try to transfer 
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and implement them’. Furthermore, Røvik (2016) 
describes knowledge transfers between source and 
recipients as acts of translation, wherein both organi-
zational context (arena) and the participants (actors) 
in these processes are central to how translations are 
made. The actors are not passive receivers but active 
translators (Røvik, 2019). Moreover, translations are 
dependent on existing translation competence, 
wherein both human and institutional components 
are central. Translation competence refers to the 
translators’ and organizations’ capacity to shape 
ideas adopted from external sources into local con-
texts (Røvik, 2019, p. 131). Earlier translation 
research maintained a focus on how management 
techniques change in the process of application 
from one context to another, but there is rather little 
research on how translation competence affects trans-
lations (Werr & Walgenbach, 2019). All actors or 
stakeholders involved in student evaluation can be 
regarded as translators of evaluation. This study 
explores how actors translate evaluation within the 
university, after it has been institutionalized, particu-
larly from the perspectives of the academic leaders.

Røvik (2016, p. 7) refers to three modes of transla-
tions and each of these modes has rules that charac-
terize the translations. These modes are: the 
reproducing mode, the modifying mode and the radi-
cal mode. The modes can be understood as analytical 
distinctions to help understand translation processes 
between a source and a recipient.

In the context of student evaluation, the reprodu-
cing mode can be a programme that copies another 
programmes’ survey and transfers it to their own 
context without changing anything. Central to the 
reproducing mode is adopting and reproduction. In 
the modifying mode, addition and omission are cen-
tral rules of translation, in which addition refers to 
adding elements to the source version during the 
translations to the recipient, and omission to toning 
down elements. The object of translation can be 
a programme or course evaluation that is based on 
an existing evaluation but is adjusted or modified in 
the transfer to a new context or another course. The 
third mode, the radical mode, is a translation that is 
radically different from the source, i.e., a translation 
that is inspired by other practices (Røvik, 2016).

Evaluation use

Henry and Mark state that ‘use is a core construct in 
the field of evaluation’ (Henry & Mark, 2003, p. 293). 
Evaluation use is an essential part of evaluation the-
ories and research, as well as a goal identified by most 
evaluators (Preskill & Caracelli, 1997). Michael 
Quinn Patton introduced Utilization-Focused (UFE) 
Evaluation in 1978, principles from which have been 
central to research about evaluation use and 

approaches to evaluation that aim to increase its 
uses (Patton, 2008, 1997). Central to UFE is that 
evaluations should be judged by their utility and 
actual use for intended users (Patton, 2008, p. 37). 
Moreover, it also emphasized that everything that 
happens in the evaluation process, from the begin-
ning to the end, will affect use (Patton, 2008, p. 20). 
Alkin and Taut (2003) divide evaluation to use in two 
distinct aspects of use: findings use, and process use. 
Evaluation use was previously chiefly concerned with 
utilizing findings collected by different evaluation 
methods, also known as findings use. However, 
newer approaches to evaluation use also regard the 
learning that takes place during the evaluation pro-
cess – process use – as an essential part of evaluation 
use (Johnson et al., 2009). Evaluation use in this study 
refers to use based upon descriptions made by leaders 
and in documents.

Methods

Eight health professional education programmes are 
included in the research. Leaders at programme level 
were interviewed by the author in semi-structured 
interviews. All informants received written informa-
tion about the project this study is part of and its 
overall aim. The information letter also contained an 
informed consent, information about ethical 
approvals and that participation in the study was 
voluntary.

The leaders were included strategically and the 
inclusion criteria were: experience with teaching in 
academia, responsibility for a minimum of one aca-
demic course and experience with designing, distri-
buting and/or summarizing student evaluations. Two 
of the leaders were programme leaders and conse-
quently more involved in programme evaluation than 
the other informants who were responsible for only 
one or more courses. In this paper, the leaders are 
referred to as academic leaders, programme leaders 
or simply leaders, despite their different positions at 
the university. The interviews lasted 75–90 minutes 
and were based upon an interview guide that con-
sisted of topics like regulations and origin of evalua-
tion, their role in the different stages in the evaluation 
processes and uses of evaluation.

Educational documents from 2013 to 2015 
describing evaluation practice and the system that 
regulates evaluation were included and analysed. 
These documents were from different university 
levels: programme, departmental, faculty and top 
level. From programme level, the study included eva-
luation templates, evaluation reports and educational 
quality reports. Documents included from depart-
mental, faculty and level one, were annual educa-
tional reports documenting educational quality of 
the total educational portfolio at each level of the 
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organization. Additionally, the study included meet-
ing agendas and board minutes from programme 
committee and/or departmental meetings where the 
evaluation and educational reports were presented 
and discussed. Moreover, were relevant documents 
concerning QAS from the university board, such as 
meeting agendas, board minutes, information letters 
about approvals and renewals of QAS to the faculties 
included. The documents were collected with help 
from administrative staff. As the author is employed 
at the university of the study, this probably affected 
the access to the documents positively (Mercer, 
2007).

Leaders of programmes, departments and faculty 
were informed about the project early in the project 
period. Ethical approval was granted from the uni-
versity and The Norwegian Centre for Research Data 
(NSD). All informants signed a consent form, the 
leaders and the programmes are anonymized in the 
presentation of the data by letter identifications A-H.

Analysis

Interview data were audio recorded and transcribed 
verbatim. The author did an inductive-abductive the-
matic analysis of the interview data in different stages 
in NVivo. The thematic analysis was an iterative 
process, but with three main stages. Each interview 
was analysed one by one in the first stage. In this 
stage, the analysis was inductive and the empirical 
data were sorted by codes that described the data. 
Descriptive and process coding were the dominant 
code types (Saldaña, 2013). Examples of descriptive 
codes were evaluation responsibility and lack of time 
and examples of process codes were development of 
evaluation tools and evaluation follow-ups. This type 
of codes was used to create an overview of the eva-
luation practice and illustrate its characteristics for 
the eight programmes.

In order to understand phenomena and create 
meaning, categories were developed from the initial 
codes in the second stage of the analysis. In this stage, 
some codes were merged, others were split, and sub-
categories were developed. These categories were less 
descriptive than those in the first stage and the the-
matic analysis was more abductive because the coding 
process was also informed by theory, like foundations 
for evaluation practice, feedback expectations and 
organizational structures. By using the categories cre-
ated in the second stage, themes were developed in 
the last stage of the process. Throughout the process, 
interview data and evaluation documents from the 
same programme were compared to create 
a broader picture of the evaluation practice for each 
programme. Although three main stages described 
this process, the stages overlapped in an iterative 
process.

Throughout the research process, the evaluation 
documents played different roles and were analysed 
and used differently. This is expedient because the 
documents serve a variety of purposes (Bowen, 2009). 
Before each interview, templates of evaluations were 
read by the researcher in order to provide contextual 
background information about the evaluation prac-
tice at each programme. Moreover, after the inter-
views were conducted, documents that could provide 
insight and knowledge about student evaluation that 
the informants did not have were included and ana-
lysed as supplementary data. These documents were 
particularly related to documentation and use of stu-
dent evaluation data on higher levels in the organiza-
tion, and, furthermore, to information about how and 
by whom QAS was developed, formally approved and 
communicated at the university. This directionality in 
the data collection, when research questions lead to 
the relevant documents is considered a pragmatic 
approach common in projects with a constructivist 
orientation (Justesen & Mik-Meyer, 2010).

This study builds upon Atkinson’s and Coffey’s 
perspective about documents’ role in an organization 
(Silverman, 2011); they view documents as artefacts 
that actively construct the organization they purport 
to describe. Moreover, they say: ‘analysis therefore 
needs to focus on how organizational realities are 
(re)produced through textual conversations’ 
(Silverman, 2011, p. 77). Cooren (2004) emphasizes 
that researchers often overlook that documents and 
texts also do something with the organization they 
are part of. He calls this textual agency. In this study, 
it is not purely the linguistics in the texts that are 
relevant, but foremost the textual agency, i.e., how 
evaluation is interpreted and documented.

Results

Before presenting the results, a short contextual over-
view of the university and the organizational leader 
structure is provided. The Arctic University of 
Norway has about 16 000 students at the graduate 
and undergraduate level and 3 600 employees orga-
nized in eight faculties. The university is structured 
with a certain hierarchy: a university management 
consisting of a rector team and a university director 
on top, followed by those at the faculty, department, 
programme and course levels. The faculty and 
department levels have both administrative and aca-
demic leaders, whereas the leaders of programmes are 
academic leaders. The leaders interviewed in this 
study are academic leaders at programme and/or 
course level where evaluation takes place.

The empirical data are presented in the following 
categories: The evaluation system and Translation of 
evaluation. Moreover, translation of evaluation is 
divided into: Sources for translation, Little 
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communication about evaluation and Need for 
knowledge and support. The first two subcategories 
refer to arenas for translation. The last three subca-
tegories refer to aspects of the actors or the transla-
tors, who in this paper are actors involved in student 
evaluation, particularly leaders at programme level.

The evaluation system

Student evaluation is regulated by the local QAS at 
the university. The prevailing QAS when this study 
was conducted was established in 2009, approved by 
the Norwegian Agency for Quality Assurance in 
Education (NOKUT) in 2012 and revised in 2011, 
2013 and 2015. When QAS is referred to in this 
paper, it is the 2012 version which was the existing 
one during the time span of this study. The revisions 
after 2012 were minor and not affecting the text 
regarding student evaluation. The development and 
renewal of QAS was led by designated administrative 
staff members. The final version and the renewed 
versions were approved by the university board.

As soon as a renewed version of QAS was 
approved by the university board, it was communi-
cated in letter format on behalf of the university 
management to the faculties and published on the 
university’s webpage. There was no information in 
the letter as to what the university management 
expected the faculties to do with the information in 
2009, 2011 and 2013. The letter from 2015 included 
a call to the faculties about reading the details in the 
revision closely, and making sure employees at 
faculty and department level received the information 
about the renewed QAS.

The objectives of student evaluation are described 
as follows in QAS:

Internal evaluations contribute to giving the students 
an active role in the work concerning the quality of 
education, leads to a greater focus on the student’s 
total learning environment and to entrenching 
efforts concerning the quality of education in the 
academic environments. Evaluation is part of the 
students’ learning process and the academic environ-
ments’ self-evaluation. (Universitetet i Tromsø, 
2012) 

QAS allows the programme management or course 
leader at each unit to choose a suitable evaluation 
method with pertinent evaluation questions. It is 
possible to choose between or combine written and 
dialogue-based evaluation methods. The QAS 
encourages educators to select an evaluation method 
that ensures stakeholder involvement and good pro-
cessing of the data material.

The frequency and timing of conducting different 
types of student evaluations are regulated in QAS:

All courses must be evaluated a minimum of once 
every third year. (…) As a normal rule, continuous 
evaluation is recommended. (…) Student evaluation 
of courses shall be conducted during the teaching 
semester. (…) An annual evaluation of the pro-
gramme of study shall be undertaken (Universitetet 
i Tromsø, 2012). 

The department management is responsible for con-
ducting evaluation of courses and following up on 
evaluation results, but can delegate this responsibility 
to the programme management. Furthermore, the 
programme management is responsible for conduct-
ing and following up on programme evaluations.

QAS contains guidelines about implementation 
and documentation, and it states that the evaluation 
results shall be documented and available for the 
students, though it does not state how. Further, it is 
stated that the university must have routines for 
analysis of the findings and provide comment on 
these before they make the results available for the 
students. Moreover, QAS states that programmes 
shall establish routines for how to follow up on the 
evaluation results. Annual reports describing educa-
tional quality including evaluation shall be written at 
programme, departmental and faculty level 
(Universitetet i Tromsø, 2012).

Translation of evaluation

Sources for translation
The leaders were in the interviews asked what regu-
lated evaluation practice and what they based their 
evaluation approach on. It became clear that they 
were not familiar with the details in the local quality 
assurance system or the regulation of student evalua-
tion. When they referred to QAS it was solely that it 
is mandatory to conduct student evaluation regu-
larly – three of them mentioned the required mini-
mum of every third year. Four of the leaders 
answered that they regretted to say they did not 
know the details of the quality assurance system 
(Informants B, D, G and F). One leader stood out 
because he replied that he knew the local QAS well 
(Informant C). However, this seemed mainly related 
to the frequency of evaluation, while he later in the 
interview revealed that he was not familiar with 
details in the QAS like the requirements to share 
evaluation results with students.

The interviews with the leaders uncovered uncer-
tainty about who is responsible for follow-up on the 
evaluation results. They pointed to leaders or pro-
gramme committees on higher organizational levels 
as responsible for implementation of the evaluation 
results. Unlike the others, one of the informants 
regarded himself as responsible for follow-up on the 
results at the programme level (Informant C).
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The leaders said evaluation practice was based 
upon traditions, culture and previous experiences. 
Some of the leaders said evaluations had been con-
ducted in the same way over many years, but the 
formats differed from programme to programme. 
Whereas some programmes had a tradition and cul-
ture of dialogue-based evaluation, other pro-
grammes had a tradition of using surveys. The 
leaders created written surveys with questions from 
templates provided by the administrative staff, cop-
ied each other’s questionnaires, or formulated ques-
tions they believed would work for the courses. 
Moreover, they expressed that this was not 
a satisfying evaluation practice and elaborated how 
they had adjusted their approach to evaluation based 
upon experiences with poorly designed evaluation 
tools.

Lack of communication about evaluations
The leaders expressed how evaluation results barely 
were a topic in staff meetings or in discussions with 
their peers. Therefore, they had little or no knowledge 
about how their colleagues conducted evaluation or 
how other courses within the same programme were 
evaluated by the students. As an exception, one pro-
gramme had meetings with student representatives 
and course leaders each semester in which evaluation 
was discussed. The course leaders did not know if an 
overall programme evaluation was conducted yearly. 
All the leaders desired a more shared evaluation 
practice, as opposed to today’s practice, which two 
informants described as a ‘lonely’ part of the job 
(Informants E & H) and another as a ‘private prac-
tice’ (Informant D).

Leaders requested spaces to discuss evaluation 
results at the faculty. In programmes with no estab-
lished forums to debate educational quality, ad hoc 
evaluation meetings are established. One leader said 
he once presented evaluation findings in the research 
group, or what he described as a mix between 
a research group meeting and a meeting with super-
visors ‘because many of the same colleagues are 
involved in both activities (…) we have no structure 
to discuss teaching and therefore we must use differ-
ent forums’ (Informant H). He expressed that too 
much responsibility was placed on each course leader 
in evaluation design, implementation and use, and 
had many times addressed a need for meetings to 
discuss education-related topics at the department.

A sufficient amount of time to do evaluations was 
a factor that leaders suggested was important in order 
to conduct and follow up on evaluations. Two of the 
leaders shared that evaluations were not a priority in 
busy times and requested more allocated resources in 
order to improve evaluation practice (Informants 
D and F). Both of them believed in a more systematic 
approach to evaluation – a system with reminders of 

when to conduct them and a request to report on 
evaluation findings. They thought this could be help-
ful in order to prioritize evaluations in busy times of 
the year (Informant D and F).

In the interviews, the informants were asked if 
they shared evaluation results with their leaders or 
the students. Two of the leaders had annually con-
tributed evaluation data to reports describing the 
educational quality of the programme (Informants 
C and G). The other leaders referred to unclear 
routines and systems for reporting evaluation results 
and were not familiar with how and if evaluation 
findings were reported to the next levels. One leader 
said he had colleagues who had lost motivation to 
conduct evaluation because they believe evaluation 
reports are simply archived. Moreover, he elaborated 
that his experienced student evaluation as more use-
ful for educational improvement in those cases when 
the results were discussed with colleagues 
(Informant D).

The leaders said that there are no established 
routines to share evaluation results with the stu-
dents; neither were there established plans for how 
students’ feedback would be followed up. However, 
two of the programmes publish a summary of dialo-
gue-based evaluations on Fronter (Learning 
Management System) (Programme A and B). 
Regarding transparency about implementation of 
the findings, one leader said: ‘We have a potential 
to improve’. He had as a student himself at another 
university experienced getting feedback on an eva-
luation he had participated in. The response 
included students’ feedback with comments and 
a plan for how the university intended to use the 
results. He valued the response and suggested that 
this kind of feedback was something to strive for 
when he said the evaluation practice could improve 
(Informant G).

Need for knowledge and support
The leaders expressed a need for more knowledge 
about evaluation and support throughout the evalua-
tion process. One informant suggested including stu-
dent evaluation as a topic in courses for new 
employees at the university (Informant F). Another 
leader referred to the design of student evaluation 
surveys and said: ‘I wish I could work together with 
somebody that knows more about evaluation than 
me. Today, it feels like trial-and-error’ (Informant G).

Yet another leader expressed a need for support in 
dialogue-based evaluations and implementation of 
students’ feedback. He had once invited the students 
to a dialogue about the evaluation results after 
a course was poorly evaluated, but experienced chal-
lenges in the discussion. He said, ‘If I am going to do 
it again, I would like to have somebody with more 
competence about evaluation or pedagogics with me’ 
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(Informant D). Moreover, this leader pointed to the 
need for more communication with students and 
colleagues about evaluation results at the programme 
she represented.

Discussion

In order to get insight about how evaluation is con-
textualized and translated within the university, this 
section of the paper focuses on characteristics of 
QAS, the actors and arenas involved in translation.

What characterizes the internal quality assurance 
system?

As stated above, QAS was developed by administra-
tive staff and expected to be used by academics. 
Administrative staff and academics obviously have 
different roles in higher education, but they also 
have different time available to immerse themselves 
in evaluation. The administrative staff are the ones 
who created the structures of evaluation practice, 
which the academics are supposed to follow. QAS is 
presented on the university’s webpage and thereby 
accessible to students and staff. Moreover, the QAS is 
open for contextual adaptation of evaluation practice, 
customized to each course or programme, instead of 
directing use of one standardized evaluation tool. It 
seems that the university has an implicit understand-
ing that there exists an evaluation competence on the 
programme level and that the leaders were familiar 
with the QAS. When the university commissioned 
evaluation in QAS, they included guidelines and 
recommendations of how to get an optimized evalua-
tion practice and how to use student evaluation data 
to improve and assure educational quality. The uni-
versity thereby provided QAS as a source and tool for 
translation of evaluation to the leaders. Røvik (2019) 
describes processes/cases when ‘a management idea 
is concretized into specific rules, procedures and 
routines that organizational actors are expected to 
follow’, like instrumentalization. The development 
of QAS can be understood as instrumentalization of 
evaluation and an expectation that academics will 
establish evaluation practices aligned with QAS and 
seems to be based upon a logic of consequences.

However, this study reveals that the leaders were 
not familiar with the details of the QAS. 
Consequently, each leader created their own local 
evaluation practice for the course(s) they were 
responsible for. They followed the requirements as 
stated in QAS and student evaluation took place 
accordingly, but they did not base their translations 
on details or guidelines in QAS. The evaluation prac-
tice was decoupled from QAS and the system they 

were part of. Each leader’s translation was therefore 
crucial for how evaluation was put into action.

In order to get a better understanding of the 
translation of evaluation and why evaluation is con-
textualized the way it is, it is necessary to take a closer 
look at what characterizes the actors and the arenas 
involved in translation.

What characterizes the actors?

This university states in QAS that programme leaders 
are responsible for follow-up on QAS; as 
a consequence, these leaders are central actors in 
evaluation processes and therefore also as translators 
of QAS. However, these leaders did not regard them-
selves as translators of evaluation as stated in QAS. 
This means that the translator role is suppressed 
because they do not recognize themselves as transla-
tors responsible for putting QAS into action. In trans-
lation theory, translation competence is strongly 
related to knowledge about the idea and the contexts 
this idea is translated from and to (Røvik, 2007, 
2013). In this study, the leaders did not consider 
themselves knowledgeable about evaluation as phe-
nomenon or idea and they had little knowledge about 
the context the idea travelled from. Nevertheless, they 
were immersed in the contexts where evaluation took 
place. Knowledge about the context the idea travels 
into is, however, regarded as the most important 
translation competence (Røvik, 2019).

As the leaders did not consider themselves knowl-
edgeable about evaluation, they had to base their 
approach to evaluation on their own interpretation 
of evaluation. Moreover, they said, they based their 
evaluation approach on culture, previous experiences 
and traditions within the programme. Their actions 
seem to be based upon a logic of appropriateness. 
Their evaluation approach can be considered as what 
Saunders (2011) described as ‘individually driven eva-
luation’, rooted in academic values and norms, rather 
than top-down directed evaluative practices. Student 
evaluation has existed in Norwegian higher education 
and at this university before the law regulation and 
the following implementation of quality assurance 
systems. The actors’ evaluation practice might there-
fore be rooted in long-existing traditions. When they 
described how they created evaluations, they elabo-
rated that written evaluations were often created by 
copying some questions from surveys used in other 
courses or programmes, some questions formulated 
by themselves and some from templates provided by 
the administration. The surveys were not standar-
dized, but rather home-grown. One of the leaders 
used the phrase ‘trial-and-error’ when he described 
the process of designing surveys, while others painted 
similar pictures and told how they used template 
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questions or surveys from other courses as 
a foundation when they created their own. In other 
words, they added and subtracted elements from 
existing tools. They did not base their evaluation 
upon guidelines in QAS but created evaluation in 
a rather pragmatic way in order to ensure that eva-
luations took place and were contextualized to the 
programme. This can also be described as an example 
of a modified translation (Røvik, 2016), wherein the 
leaders toned down and added elements based on 
previous experiences and traditions at the pro-
gramme they represented.

The actual evaluation practice at the included pro-
grammes can, as mentioned above, be understood as 
an example of modified translation. In practice, the 
leaders did subtractions from the standard described 
in QAS. These subtractions appeared in the design of 
evaluation tools, the distribution of surveys and in 
how evaluations are followed up and were most likely 
unintended because the leaders have limited knowl-
edge about evaluation and the source for translation. 
Nonetheless, the leaders expressed good intentions to 
conduct and follow up on students’ feedback, but 
acknowledged that the evaluation practices had – as 
one leader described – ‘potential to improve’. This 
can be related to lack of time, absence of support 
throughout the evaluation process and unawareness 
of key aspects that might increase use, some of them 
appearing in QAS. In translation theory, there are 
different explanations as to why a phenomenon – 
often unintentionally – is modified from the original 
idea during the implementation process. Some of the 
explanations relate to what the leaders expressed in 
the interviews. Examples include lack of time and 
capacity; thus, this might hinder them as translators 
from immersing themselves in new practices they 
want to adapt (Røvik, 2007). Another explanation to 
why an idea unintended is modified when it is put 
into action is fragmented knowledge about the phe-
nomenon the actors are responsible for implementing 
(Røvik, 2013), in this case the leaders requested more 
knowledge about evaluation. Leaders expressed 
a need for more support during the evaluation pro-
cess, ideally from someone with evaluation expertise. 
In short, they communicated a need for consultative 
support throughout the whole evaluation process. In 
research on evaluation use, support in implementa-
tion and expertise about evaluation are identified as 
key factors for increased use (Johnson et al., 2009). 
This is also the case in higher education, use of 
student evaluation increases if academics receive sup-
port and help to analyse student evaluation results 
(Penny & Coe, 2004).

Many of the guidelines and recommendations in 
QAS were aligned with principles in Evaluation 
Capacity Building (ECB) and advice proposed in 
research on evaluation use. Central principles to 

enhance use are: involvement of stakeholders 
throughout the evaluation process, evaluator compe-
tence, transparency and communication about eva-
luation (Johnson et al., 2009). However, as stated 
above, the leaders said there was little transparency 
and discussion about evaluation at the university, 
neither were they as central stakeholders involved in 
the development of the evaluation system. They 
called for more knowledge about evaluation – in 
other words, evaluation competence. Nevertheless, 
are they experts on the context evaluation are trans-
lated into and they distinguished between evaluation 
practices that worked well and those that needed to 
improve. They already hold evaluation competence 
but they request forums where their evaluation 
experiences and evaluation findings could be shared 
and discussed. Two of the academics described ad 
hoc meetings or discussions about evaluation findings 
with peers as valuable for educational development. 
Individual evaluation competence is an important 
aspect in ECB and can be obtained directly through 
planned ECB activities, such as training, or indirectly 
through ‘involvement of stakeholders in processes 
that produce evaluation knowledge’ (Bourgeois & 
Bradley Cousins, 2013, p. 301). The spaces to discuss 
evaluation the leaders ask for could be seen as a way 
of indirectly obtaining ECB, in which the academics 
themselves should be the key stakeholders.

Although QAS includes guidelines about whose 
responsibility it is to design, operate and document 
evaluation, the leaders were uncertain about who 
were responsible for what. QAS allows for depart-
ments to delegate responsibilities for course evalua-
tion to programme management; in turn, this has to 
be clearly expressed and agreed upon. In this study, 
this is not the case, and uncertainty and confusion 
around responsibilities occur. According to Meyer 
and Rowan (1977), delegation of responsibilities 
from management to professionals is also a well- 
known reason why decoupling from original ideas 
and structures takes place. As described above, 
a decoupling from the system happened when evalua-
tion was translated into evaluation practice.

What characterizes the arenas where evaluation 
takes place?

Student evaluation is described as a rather open phe-
nomenon with many possible approaches in QAS. It 
can be regarded as an abstract idea, and consequently, 
it is not a surprise that evaluation exists in many 
formats at the university. As discussed above, the 
leaders did not base their evaluation upon guidelines 
in QAS. One explanation for why guidelines are not 
followed might be related to the way information 
about the system is communicated within the 
organization.
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Information about QAS is distributed in a vertical 
line as a top-down translation within the university. 
Once the university board had approved a renewed 
QAS, the university management oriented the lower 
level – the faculty. A top-down orientation of an idea 
or a system builds upon principles from a modern 
rationalistic implementation process, wherein the for-
mal hierarchy is directing a vertical structure of infor-
mation flow. Hierarchical translation or movement of 
an idea relate both to power and structure (Ottoson, 
2009). Within a hierarchical translation chain, there 
are expectations as to how the contextualization of an 
idea happens. These expectations comprise 
a hierarchical top-down implementation within the 
organization. New ideas are directed with guidelines 
from the management. Local versions might occur, 
but the management sets the direction and expects 
the users at lower levels to carry out the idea within 
a given timeframe (Røvik, 2007).

When a management assumes that information 
follows a vertical line with receivers of information 
at different levels, it is expected that the information 
automatically is carried out in the organization and 
acted upon by leaders on lower levels, aligned with 
a logic of consequences. This was not the case for the 
leaders on the programme level in this study, as they 
were not aware of details in QAS, nor how evaluation 
was dealt with on higher levels in the organization 
(the arena where evaluation travels from within the 
university). Nevertheless, they are central actors in 
evaluation practice at the programme level (the 
arena that evaluation travels into). In order to meet 
the requirements for evaluation, they did pragmatic 
translations based upon traditions and culture, within 
a logic of appropriateness perspective. They did not 
consider themselves to be knowledgeable about eva-
luation or QAS, and therefore based their translations 
upon their interpretation of the idea of evaluation. In 
translation theory, this kind of translation can be 
considered an abstract translation (Røvik, 2007). 
The guidelines provided by QAS are backgrounded 
by the local interpretation of evaluation or transla-
tion. However, the leaders established local evaluation 
practices, and ensured that evaluation took place due 
to mandatory requirements and the direction set by 
the management, yet without following all the guide-
lines created at the top. The idea of evaluation was 
conceptualized differently at each level. This is an 
example of how evaluation was translated in 
sequences within the organization. First, when it 
was established as an idea by the management. 
Second, when evaluation guidelines were developed 
and formulated in QAS by designated staff. Third, at 
the faculties when they created local procedures and 
informed the departments about these. Fourth, at the 
programmes, the arena where the leaders and stu-
dents in this study are actors in evaluation practice. 

Between the top and the bottom, several translations 
of evaluation have been made. The further down in 
the organization evaluation travelled, the more dis-
tant from the origin it became.

Meyer and Rowan described a similar travelling of 
ideas, where they categorized the local versions each 
leader created as contextual, pragmatic adaptions of 
an abstract idea (Meyer & Rowan, 1977). Although 
such pragmatic adaptations or translations might 
diverge from the original idea, they might still be 
rational decisions that meet the internal needs and 
local contexts at the level where the ideas are car-
ried out.

The Ministry of Education states (Meld. St. 16, 
2016–2017, p. 71) that they, through analysis of 
annual education quality reports from higher educa-
tion institutions, have an impression that the sector 
has struggled in establishing well-functioning local 
quality assurance systems of which academics feel 
a sense of ownership. Consequently, the Ministry 
wanted to increase academics’ involvement in quality 
assurance and encourage them to use quality assur-
ance systems and evaluations more actively in devel-
opment of academic programmes. In order to achieve 
these desired objectives, the legal regulations for qual-
ity assurance and audit were changed in 2016. The 
current regulations include a demand to use QAS 
more actively in quality improvement (Meld. St. 16, 
2016–2017). However, the Ministry did not provide 
an overall strategy about how the institutions can 
create a stronger sense of ownership of QAS among 
academics. The findings in this study are aligned with 
the Ministry’s assumption about academics having 
low sense of ownership of QAS. Stakeholder involve-
ment and sense of ownership will take time to estab-
lish and are not likely to happen automatically. 
Mandatory requirements from government are in 
institutional theory regarded as a strong driver for 
action (Scott, 2014). Regulations will therefore be 
expected to play an important role in quality assur-
ance, but as it is the academics who are responsible to 
carry out evaluation, their translation competence 
should not be underestimated when policies, ideas 
or systems are put into action. In the case of this 
university, the translators had first-hand knowledge 
of the arena into which the evaluation was translated 
and carried out. Nevertheless, was evaluation not 
aligned with evaluation practice described in QAS. 
Knowledge about the idea and the arena from 
which the idea travels from are regarded as important 
components in translation competence (Røvik, 2007, 
2016). As stated above, the informants themselves 
said they had little knowledge about evaluation and 
about the details in QAS, meaning the idea and the 
arena from which evaluation travelled from.

Although the description of the evaluation system 
in QAS in itself and the intentions for evaluations 
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among the academics are good, it does not mean that 
evaluation is translated according to the organiza-
tion’s intentions. The findings in this study show 
that the arenas where evaluation takes place have 
not established a shared understanding about evalua-
tion, nor a sense of ownership of QAS among the 
different stakeholders. Neither has the university 
management established an arena and a culture con-
ductive to implementation of QAS and evaluation. 
This has, in turn, probably affected how evaluation 
is translated. Røvik (2007) states that poor transla-
tions can also be caused by weaknesses in the imple-
mentation of an idea.

In order to improve evaluation practices and 
create arenas for good translations, a starting point 
might be found in Evaluation Capacity Building 
(ECB) approaches. Essential to ECB is that organi-
zations aim to build evaluation capacity and sus-
tainable evaluation practice by strengthening 
organizational factors. Examples of such factors 
are organizational structures and systems that med-
iate how members in the organization collaborate 
and communicate with each other (Bourgeois & 
Bradley Cousins, 2013; Preskill & Boyle, 2008). 
Developing ECB in an organization has no quick 
fix, it will take time to establish and will require 
effort and time from the involved actors or stake-
holders. Although the academic leaders had 
a positive approach to student evaluation and con-
sidered student feedback as important for their 
teaching (Borch et al., 2020), it was not a priority 
in busy times. Despite little available time to 
immerse themselves in evaluation, the informants 
believed the university had a potential to improve 
organizational structures that could make it easier 
for them to follow better up on student evaluations.

Concluding remarks

This study aims to explore how student evaluation 
can be carried out at a university, and how factors of 
the evaluation system itself, the actors and the arenas 
of translation affect the translation of student evalua-
tion. Based upon the empirical data, it became evi-
dent how characteristics of the actors and the arenas 
are crucial to how evaluation practice appears at 
a university. Evaluation has travelled from one 
arena to another in a vertical line within the organi-
zation. The idea originates with management who 
sets up an ideal evaluation practice that is planned 
to be implemented at the faculties, departments and 
programmes. Moreover, evaluation has been trans-
formed and translated on its way between different 
administrative levels. It is communicated by the man-
agement but practiced by academics who seem not to 
be familiar with its origin. Information about guide-
lines and recommendations about use of evaluation 

findings get lost on their way from the management 
to the users. The actions taken by the management 
who enacted QAS, the administrators who commu-
nicated the systems and the academics who translated 
evaluation into practice, seemed to be based upon 
contradicting logics. Whereas management and 
administrators acted upon a logic of consequences, 
the academic leaders based their actions upon a logic 
of appropriateness, their own values and available 
time and knowledge.

Although evaluation practice is thoroughly formu-
lated in QAS, the study describes a discrepancy 
between the evaluation practice stated in QAS and 
the actual evaluation practice. To improve evaluation 
practices that in turn can be used for educational 
quality enhancement, organizational structures that 
build evaluation capacity and support academic lea-
ders throughout the evaluation process should be 
strengthened. By involving academics in development 
of evaluation guidelines, their experiences with eva-
luation practices could have been incorporated. The 
prevailing QAS at the time of the study was open to 
contextual adaptations and the possibility of choosing 
evaluation methods suitable for a given programme. 
However, in order to do contextual adaption and 
develop evaluation approaches suitable for intended 
purposes, knowledge about evaluation and sufficient 
amount of time to follow upon evaluation guidelines 
are necessary. If not, the idea remains rather abstract 
for the translators and they do, as is the case at this 
university, perform deliberate transformation of eva-
luation. As QAS was communicated and distributed 
to all faculties in letter format, without clear messages 
about what to do with the information gathered, the 
arena from which the idea travelled did not prepare 
the arena it travelled to. This can be regarded as 
central to how evaluation is translated. The university 
seems to take for granted that the intended users were 
familiar with the guidelines about intended use, how 
to conduct and follow up evaluations in QAS. As this 
was not the case, modified versions of evaluation are 
established. A de-coupling from evaluation practice 
described in QAS and the actual evaluation practice 
occurred. The university provided academics with 
QAS as a tool and source for translation of evalua-
tion, but did not involve them in discussions, training 
or consultation. This could be an explanation to why 
evaluation is not used and carried out as the univer-
sity intended. It seems like the policy makers and 
university management expected that academics 
were able to translate student evaluation as described 
in QAS without ensuring that the evaluators knew the 
guidelines. The translators were left to themselves in 
the translation process and had a pragmatic approach 
to evaluation. They made sure that evaluation took 
place and fulfilled the statutory requirements; how-
ever, evaluation practice took a different format than 
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the one described in QAS and in the policy docu-
ments. Each leader did their local translation of eva-
luation and their translation competence was 
essential in how evaluation was designed, implemen-
ted and operated.

These findings underline the importance of estab-
lishing evaluation capacity in the organization, as well 
as translation competence, if student evaluation 
intend to be more actively used in educational quality 
development in the future.

In order to get a better understanding of why stu-
dent evaluation is not used more actively in educational 
quality development, there is a need for more research 
on organizational factors and evaluation capacity, 
including how evaluation is translated within the sec-
tor. This study has investigated translation of student 
evaluation, mainly from the perspectives of academic 
leaders at programme level; however, other leaders, 
administrative staff and academics also have roles in 
translation processes. Research on how translation is 
understood from other actors in translation of evalua-
tion will add knowledge to the field.
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