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1.
Title of report: Periodic Programme Review Report

2.
Date of report: 20 May 2005 


3.
JACS codes:  P100, P400

4.
Department: Information Science

5.
Objectives of review:

All departments are required to undertake a ‘periodic programme review’ of this kind every five years.  The review is conducted by an independent review panel and covers a department’s complete portfolio of undergraduate and postgraduate programmes.  A self-evaluative commentary forms the focus of discussions between the department and the review panel, whose report and recommendations are intended to assure the University of the quality of the department’s programmes and the standards being achieved by its students.  The review panel will also report on the effectiveness of the department’s arrangements for managing quality and standards in relation to learning and teaching.

6.
Conduct of review

The Panel comprised the Dean of the Science Faculty (Chair), the Associate Dean (Teaching), two academic staff from other departments, a member of Professional Development, and an External Assessor from another University.  The Panel was supported by a Secretary from the Academic Registry.

The Panel met throughout the day with key members of Departmental staff, including the Head of Department and the Chair of the Department’s Learning and Teaching Committee, and with a representative group of students.

The Panel was provided with a tour of the Department and its facilities.

The draft report was circulated to all Panel members and their comments incorporated in the final report.



7.
Evidence base

Documentation was provided to the Panel one and a half weeks in advance and included the following:

Periodic Programme Review pro-forma

Overview of the Main Characteristics of the Programmes

Departmental Commentary (self-evaluation document) 

Review of Statistical Data across Programmes 2001-04

Statement on the Department’s Future Plans

Programme Specifications

Data on Undergraduate Programme Population Monitoring

Evidence of Accreditation and Accreditation Report (2004) from the Chartered Institute of Library and Information Professionals

Annual Programme Review forms for 2001-02 to 2003-04

External Examiners’ reports for 2001-02 to 2003-04

Departmental responses to External Examiners’ reports for 2001-02 to 2003-04
Staff-Student Committee Minutes for 2001-02 to 2003-04

Table listing modules against programme intended learning outcomes

Assessment Matrix showing mode of assessment for every module


8.
External peer contribution to process
The University requires that the Review Panel include an External Assessor who is not a serving External Examiner for the Department.  The External Assessor for this panel was a senior academic in another University.  The External Assessor received the documentation provided, took a full part in all discussions, and contributed to the report.




9.
Overview of the main characteristics of the programmes covered by the review
The Department offers a portfolio of programmes at undergraduate and postgraduate level: 



BSc Information Management and Business Studies



BSc Information Management and Computing

3 and 4 year versions
BA Publishing with English





All three above are available as a four-year sandwich option for the Diploma in

Professional Studies award and those are all accredited by the Chartered Institute of Library and Information Professionals. In addition the BSc Information Management and Computing sandwich version is accredited by the British Computer Society.

BSc Information Science 






MSc Electronic Publishing




accredited by the Chartered

MSc Information and Knowledge Management

Institute of Library and 

MA/MSc Information and Library Management

Information Professionals
These provide qualifications in information and knowledge management suitable for professional careers in business, computing, publishing and the information sectors.  Emphasis is placed on encouraging students’ intellectual independence and on developing their study and interpersonal skills.  The vocational element of the programmes ensures high employment rates.
The department currently has 20 academic staff and six administrative and support staff, with 338 students registered on undergraduate and 93 on postgraduate programmes. Learning and teaching is delivered in the context of a strong research orientation and vision.

All programmes aim to offer a broadly-based education and training which will enable a graduate to play a significant role in the information and knowledge management, publishing, computing or library professions.  This is achieved by:

· providing an understanding of the nature of information, its generation, communication, subject analysis and description, storage, retrieval, manipulation, value and use;

· developing a critical appreciation of the principal environments in which information is used, and an understanding of the information needs and information-seeking behaviours of individuals and organisations;

· introducing the theory and practice of research.
Three main strengths support the above aims in all programmes:

· The interplay between theory and practice is emphasised through students’ application of theoretical concepts to real-world situations and case studies.  In addition, the Department encourages the active involvement of practitioners in the delivery of programmes.
· The presence of field leaders and the high level of research activity of all staff ensure that students are exposed to leading-edge research and that they are members of a research community.  Programme content is continually updated to reflect contemporary issues and findings in the field of information science.

· The Department is sensitive to diversity in relation to cultural differences, learning styles and professional aspirations of students, and takes account of these when considering delivery and assessment of modules.

Two additional strengths characterise the undergraduate programmes:
· Interdisciplinarity is embedded in the programmes through complementary provision of modules from the Departments of Computer Science, English and Drama and the Business School.

· Undergraduates are offered the opportunity to benefit from a year’s salaried work experience in business or industry, with academic and workplace supervision.  Overseas placements can provide students with greater international awareness.
Although research and teaching are assessed independently, the synergy between the two activities is embedded in the Department’s programmes.  Recognition of the Department’s excellence in research is evidenced by the award of 5 in the Research Assessment Exercises in 2001 and 1996.  The award of the maximum of 4 in each of the six aspects of provision in the QAA External Subject Review in 2000 is evidence of excellence in teaching and quality management.





10.
Conclusions on innovation and good practice


The Panel concluded that:

· The Department was student-friendly and approachable, aided by the location of the Department and proximity of student study areas to staff offices, and the staff open-door policy wherever feasible.  Students appreciated the community atmosphere.

· The broad approach to the provision of Information Management programmes was commendable.  Whereas most other institutions provided a single focus for their programmes, the Department provided a focus on both the Business and Computing context, in line with industry’s requirements.

· The option of a year’s work experience in business or industry for three of the undergraduate programmes was both beneficial to individual students and gave strength to the programmes.  Students appreciated the insight to the professions that this gave them and the usefulness of this to their final year’s study and subsequent employment.

· Open Days which allowed applicants, their parents as appropriate, current  students and staff to interact both formally and informally were commendable.  Students were supportive of the opportunity to have an insight into the programmes, department and facilities.
· A variety of assessment was adopted across programmes (though there were no examinations at postgraduate level, in line with similar programmes in other institutions).  The Department had been one of the pioneers of the use of Computer-Assisted Assessment in the University and this had become an integral part of assessment.
· The Department supported students’ personal development planning by making available the RAPID (recording academic, professional and individual development) tool for this purpose.

· The development of a new module for first-year undergraduates (Studying Information Science) which provided a more structured arrangement for meetings between students and their Personal Tutors was commendable.

11.
Conclusions on quality and standards

· The Panel noted that the Department had achieved the maximum score of 24 in the QAA External Subject Review of 2000, and the award of 5 in the Research Assessment Exercises of 1996 and 2001.  The Panel acknowledged the very strong academic record of the Department and the synergy of research and teaching embedded in the Department’s programmes.

· The Panel considered, from the evidence provided in relation to External Examiners’ comments, accreditation, benchmarks and statistical data, that intended learning outcomes were being attained by students, quality and standards were being achieved, and the programme specifications were being delivered.

· Progression and completion rates were most commendable, indicative of a positive learning experience, and the Department was careful to maintain standards.  Students interviewed were very complimentary about the teaching by Departmental staff.

· The Panel was satisfied that documentation provided to students in promotional material and during their studies was accurate and helpful.

· The Panel was satisfied that mechanisms were in place to monitor student placements and identify and deal with any difficulties.  A comprehensive pack of information was provided to employers.
· The potential for plagiarism was high in Master’s programmes assessed totally by coursework, but the Panel was satisfied that the Department was taking appropriate steps to ensure awareness amongst students, minimise opportunities (by constantly changing data sets with assignments) and dealing appropriately with offenders.

· The combined undergraduate programmes with the Departments of Computer Science, English and Drama and the Business School were coherent and integrated.  Liaison between departments appeared to work well.


12.
Conclusions on whether the programmes remain current and valid in the light of developing knowledge in the discipline, practice in its application, and developments in teaching and learning

The Panel concluded that the Department’s strength in being at the cutting edge of research and its continuing awareness of the developing profession and market requirements ensured that the Department’s programmes remained current and valid.











13.
Forward-looking recommendations for actions to remedy any identified shortcomings, and for further enhancement of quality and standards

The Panel found no major shortcomings to be rectified and was content that the Department was fully aware of those issues of minor concern which the Panel had identified for further exploration, such as the return of coursework to students in good time, and had taken/was taking steps to rectify them.
Matters that the Panel would advise the Department to consider in order to further enhance quality and standards were:

· Internal scrutiny of coursework tasks before these were issued to students, in cases where a module was one individual’s responsibility rather than team-taught, to ensure that the coursework brief was viewed by more than one member of staff.  This should be considered essential for coursework set by individual probationary staff. Such internal peer review could provide the necessary assurance that any coursework set would accurately assess intended learning outcomes, particularly as the External Examiner did not have the opportunity to comment on this prior to students being given the coursework tasks.
· Seek students’ views via the Staff-Student Liaison Committee on the management of groupwork and how this was assessed, and ultimately to develop a policy on groupwork and its assessment once the University’s guidance being developed by Professional Development was in place.

· Explore opportunities for postgraduate students to undertake projects in the excellent facilities provided in the Research School of Informatics at Holywell Park.

· Provide for the Staff-Student Liaison Committee a summary of student feedback responses to generic questions on the feedback form together with action taken/to be taken.
· Continue to seek ways of improving the viability of the MSc in Electronic Publishing.  The programme itself appeared sound and students were very supportive of it.  The aims of the programme could be revisited and reworded to more appropriately reflect the contemporary relevance of the course.

14.
Further observations and recommendations (the following section is for internal use and will not be reproduced in the TQI summary)


Curricula and Assessment

· The Panel considered that the Department might not have been discriminating between undergraduates at the higher classifications and appeared to be awarding a lesser number of first class honours degrees than was probably warranted.  The Department was encouraged to explore the HESA data on first-class degrees awarded by other institutions in the discipline. This was not intended as a criticism as it was recognised that the Department strove to maintain academic standards, but the Panel wished it be ensured that excellence was appropriately rewarded.  The Panel supported the Department’s proposed approach of encouraging staff to give high marks where warranted.  It was also suggested that a move towards 20 credit modules, whereby students would study fewer subjects in more depth, might allow students greater scope to demonstrate their achievement of excellence.
· As described in Section 11, the Panel was satisfied with the Department’s approach to plagiarism. It noted the Department’s request that the University reconsider its decision not to subscribe to the JISC Plagiarism Detection Service.  The Department would make full use of the service, which also served as a useful deterrent as well as a diagnostic tool for students.

Quality of Learning Opportunities

· Whilst the Departmental environment was ideal for the fostering of a community atmosphere between staff and students, the Panel concurred with students’ comments that the high temperatures and poor air flow on the Department’s floor of the Library building was not conducive to study.  The Panel was supportive of the Department’s request for improved ventilation and air conditioning. (Subsequently the Department was successful in obtaining funding for air-conditioning which will be installed in 2006.)
· The Panel noted that current staff numbers in the Department allowed for the maintenance of quality provision with enough flexibility to allow for one member on Study Leave at any one time.  A significant increase in student numbers or an increased requirement for pastoral support would prove problematic.  The Department was exploring more cost-effective and appropriate assessment procedures that would not compromise quality.
· The Panel acknowledged the interplay between research and teaching in the Department but suggested that the Department might seek ways to enhance this to ensure the greatest benefit of the Department’s research activities to students.












Department of Information Science

Response to Periodic Programme Review Report of 20 May 2005

1. The Department is grateful to the Panel for its careful scrutiny of the documentation which was provided, and for its appropriately critical approach in the meetings held as part of the Review.

2. We are pleased by the generally complimentary tone of the Report, and particularly welcome the comments on our student-friendliness, the importance of the work experience options, and the research-relatedness of the programmes.

3. The Report has been received and discussed at the Learning and Teaching Committee.

4. Several of the recommendations in sections 13 and 14 have already been actioned. Others are under active consideration as follows:

(Para 13)

· Probationary Advisers normally work with their Probationers in designing coursework tasks and examination questions. This will be formalised. We will consider cost-effective methods for peer review of tasks set by other members of staff.

· When the University guidance on groupwork is in place, we will review our practices, and bring the SSLC into this review process.

· Some PGT dissertation work was undertaken at Holywell Park in the summer of 2005, and we expect this to continue in future years.

· The SSLC will be asked to receive the results from the generic feedback questions during 2005-06 and future sessions.

· The MSc in Electronic Publishing recruited well for 2005, and has a healthy rate of enquires for 2006. The programme will however be scrutinised and reviewed during the 2005-06 session.

(Para 14)

· As the Panel was told, the Department had reviewed its recent record in the classification of degrees, and was satisfied that appropriate marks and classifications were being awarded. Notwithstanding that, and in the light of comments from the Panel and from External Examiners, the Department was exceptionally careful to scrutinise high-end marks in the summer of 2005. In the event, a significantly larger number of students was awarded First Class Honours, and results from Part B in 2005 suggest that this trend will continue. We welcome this, although continuing to emphasise that the maintenance of standards remains our (and our External Examiners’) principal concern.

· The Department has reinforced its messages to students on plagiarism, and will make use of the diagnostic service from the 2005-06 session onwards. In addition to work which falls under suspicion, we shall test random samples across all programmes.

· The installation of air conditioning is expected to be completed before the end of 2005.

· The Department explored alternative methods of assessment at an away day shortly after the Panel’s visit. As a result, we are making more extensive use of CAA and, where appropriate, setting fewer and larger assignments.

· The Department takes the view that the integration of research activities into teaching is to some extent osmotic, but future reviews of the offer will certainly take account of current and projected research activities to ensure that students are fully aware of leading edge work which is being undertaken.

