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1.
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.
2.
Conduct of review

2.1
The Review took place on 30 April 2008.

2.2
The Panel comprised the following:

Professor Ken Parsons, Dean of the Science Faculty (Chair)

Dr Eric Finch, Senior Lecturer, School of Physics, Trinity College Dublin

Dr Martin Harrison, Associate Dean (Teaching) Science Faculty

Ms Jan Tennant, Head of Academic Practice and Enhancement

Dr Janet Harrison, Senior Lecturer, Information Science

Dr Jane Horner, Senior Lecturer, Aeronautical and Automotive Engineering

Robert Bowyer, Programme Quality Team Manager (Secretary)
Mrs Caroline Smith, QE Officer, Science Faculty (Observer)
2.3
The Panel met throughout the day with key members of Departmental staff, including the Head of Department, the Department’s Teaching Coordinator, Programme Directors and the Executive Officer.  ‘Link persons’ from the Business School, Computer Science and the School of Sport and Exercise Sciences also participated in relation to joint programmes.  The panel met with a representative group of students for discussions over lunch.
2.4
The Panel was provided with a tour of Departmental facilities.

2.5
The draft report was circulated to all Panel members and their comments incorporated in the final report.



3.
Evidence Base
The Panel was grateful to the department for providing a full set of documentation in advance of the review, a large part of the work involved in which had been shouldered by the Teaching Co-ordinator.  It included

· An overview of the main characteristics of the programmes

· A self critical and analytical commentary
· A brief review of the last three years’ statistical data
· An outline of the Department’s future plans for its portfolio of programmes

· External Examiners’ reports 2004/05 to 2006/07 and Departmental responses
· Staff/Student Committee Minutes 2004/05 to date

· Report of an accreditation visit from the Institute of Physics, April 2004 and follow-up
For all the programmes:

· Annual programme review forms relating to sessions 2004/05 to 2006/07 (including data on recruitment, progression, degree results, and first destinations; a summary of actions taken in response to feedback, including – for 2006/07 – National Student Survey results; and a commentary on the department’s approaches to feedback to students and personal tutoring)
· ‘Assessment matrices’ showing the modes of assessment for modules on a programme by programme basis

· ‘Curriculum maps’ listing compulsory modules against programme intended learning outcomes
· Programme regulations

· Programme specifications 
Plus, for undergraduate programmes:

· Programme Board decision statistics

· Population monitoring statistics from 2002 onwards

4.
External peer contribution to the process

The University’s academic quality procedures require that the review panel includes an External Assessor who is not a serving External Examiner for the department.  The External Assessor was an experienced academic in the same discipline area from Trinity College Dublin, who had not been an External Examiner for the department.  The External Assessor reviewed the documentation provided, took a full part in discussions between the review panel and the department and contributed to the report.

5.
Overview of the main characteristics of the programmes covered by the review

5.1
The review covered the following undergraduate programmes:

· MPhys/BSc Physics

· MPhys/BSc Engineering Physics

· MPhys/BSc Physics and Mathematics

· BSc Physics and/with Management
· BSc Information Technology and Physics (previously Physics and Computing)
· BSc Sports Science and Physics

and the following postgraduate programme:

· MSc Research Studies in Physics.

5.2
All the undergraduate programmes aim to provide students with the knowledge and skills required to gain employment as physicists in industry, academia or the public services.  The joint programmes, with ‘and’ in the title, are roughly 50% Physics and 50% the second subject, and provide sufficient core physics for employment or research in physics or a related discipline as well as sufficient second subject skills for students to be employed in that area.  All the UG programmes are accredited by the Institute of Physics.

5.3
The single honours physics programmes are structured in such a way that students may take 20 credits of optional modules each year either from physics modules or from other modules in the University module catalogue (subject to timetabling constraints and any pre-requisites).  It is therefore possible for a student to obtain a broad education including subject areas other than physics.  Languages have proved to be the most popular options but physics students have also studied other options including English Literature, Management, and Geography.
5.4
Students may if they wish take a year away from Loughborough between Parts B and C, in order to spend a year working in industry or at a research laboratory, or studying at a university abroad.  This enables the student to gain a Diploma in Industrial Studies or a Diploma in International Studies in addition to the appropriate degree.

5.5
Ten of the twelve modules taken in the first two years of the Physics BSc and MPhys and the Engineering Physics BSc and MPhys are the same for all programmes allowing for easy transfer between programmes, should a student so wish, up to the end of the second year.  The common core of physics taught in all UG programmes during the first year enables students to transfer from the joint programmes at the end of their first year, although transfers in the other direction are not normally possible.

5.6
The MPhys and MSc programmes are specifically oriented towards providing students with the skills required to pursue research as a career in industry, public service or academia.  The MSc programme offers a number of distinct pathways to the degree.
5.7
The total intake to all the UG programmes has been between 50 and 75 over the past four years, including up to 10 students each year entering via the Science and Engineering Foundation Studies programme.

5.8
All the UG degree programmes are taught in the traditional manner using a mixture mainly of lectures, laboratory classes, tutorials and problem classes, and all are assessed using a mixture of examinations and coursework.  Project work, supervised by one of the department’s research active staff, forms a major part of all undergraduate final years (with the exception of Sports Science and Physics) and the MSc programme.  

5.9
The department’s programmes have an excellent employment record with zero unemployment being recorded for the 2007 cohort of graduates.  

5.10
The department has been very highly rated in the National Student Survey, coming out as top physics department in the UK for student satisfaction in two of the past three years.  

6. Aims and intended learning outcomes (ILOs) of the programmes, curricula and assessment

6.1
The panel was satisfied with the coverage of the core curricula, echoing the view of the IoP accreditation panel.  External Examiners had also confirmed that the core physics was covered to the same standard and breadth as elsewhere in the UK, and had complimented the department on the range of material it had been possible to offer with its small staff numbers.  The panel found that the programmes were kept relevant and up to date through the research interests and activities of the staff.
6.2
The department had referred to the subject benchmark statement for Physics and drawn heavily on the IoP guidelines in benchmarking the ILOs for the programmes.  It had drawn less on the qualification descriptors in the Framework for Higher Education Qualifications (FHEQ). The panel felt the distinctiveness of the MPhys programmes could be further elaborated, both in terms of overall aims and the ILOs, which should align with the level 7 descriptors in the FHEQ. The department would also need to ensure that the MPhys programmes contained sufficient volume of credit at level 7 to comply with the developing national credit framework and European expectations of the integrated Masters degree.  It might find it helpful to explore how Physics departments elsewhere were addressing this.
6.3
The ILOs for the various UG programmes involving second subject areas, as set out in programme specifications, appeared to the panel to be less differentiated than might have been expected.  
6.4
The panel suggested that a review of the skills listed in the ILOs would be beneficial to ensure appropriate coverage, allocation within the various ILO headings (knowledge and understanding, subject-specific cognitive, subject-specific practical, or key/transferable) and specificity.  This was felt to be a matter largely of presentation.  It was suggested also that the department might usefully compare its programme ILOs with those in other cognate subjects, to reflect more explicitly the skills that students might be expected to acquire.
6.5
In respect of assessment, the panel commented on the very high proportion of written examinations.  The panel was informed that the department was introducing more continuous assessment, but this included the use of in-class tests and the variety of other methods of assessment remained limited.  Because of the small number of staff in the department, the efficiency of examinations in terms of staff workloads was a significant factor in the department’s approach.  
7. Quality of learning opportunities

7.1 The students commented on the approachability and supportive attitude of the staff, and confirmed that an ‘open-door policy’ operated which enabled them to see relevant staff outside of scheduled classes.  The panel felt this made a significant contribution the quality of learning opportunities.  
7.2 The department operated to a guideline time of two weeks for returning coursework with written feedback.  Verbal feedback was provided in laboratory sessions and to student groups after in-class or CAA tests, and the department had recently started to give generic feedback on examination papers in 100% examination-assessed modules.  Lectures had problem classes associated with them and in addition, for all first year students, there were small group tutorials on topics decided by the staff and students related to their academic work.  These were in addition to a personal tutoring system which complied with the University’s guidelines.  
7.3 The panel remarked that very little group work appeared to take place and it would encourage the department to foster more, especially at first-year UG level.  It agreed with the concerns of one External Examiner, however, relating to paired projects in final year and supported the department’s move away from these.
7.4 In the course of its tour of the UG laboratories, the panel found a relaxed and productive working environment.  The panel also saw a number of research laboratories in need of refurbishment and redecoration, notwithstanding the fact that they contained serviceable and in some cases recently upgraded equipment.  The panel would recommend an early dialogue with Estates Services to rectify this situation.  
7.5 There also needed to be a systematic rolling programme of laboratory equipment replacement/update.  The panel felt that new acquisitions were at present somewhat opportunistic.  

7.6 The panel would ask the department to consult with the HSE Office to ensure that it was adopting best practice as regards the conduct of risk assessments for student lab work and projects.  
7.7 There were some student criticisms of lack of computing capacity and of certain software packages for final year projects, and an instance of running out of liquid helium; these issues were reflected back to the department for further investigation.  

7.8 The panel was also able to visit the Physics Resource Centre which housed a range of materials related to the physics degree modules, six networked computers, video and laserdisc players, and a place for students to work and discuss physics problems together.  The centre was staffed by postgraduate students every Wednesday in term-time to provide first-year UG students with additional advice and guidance on their work.  
7.9 Students welcomed this facility and also spoke highly of the Mathematics Learning Support Centre which was close at hand within the building and provided extensive mathematics support that was greatly appreciated.  

7.10 Although its benefits were positively presented in publicity materials, the take-up of the industrial/professional placement was minimal.  There seemed to be little designated support within the department for students seeking placements and the panel was informed that it had only a limited number of industrial links.  The panel felt this was an area requiring action.  

7.11 The panel felt that ‘Learn’ was underused by the department.  Staff were said to be in need of more good practice advice and practical support.  The panel referred to the changes taking place in the support of e-learning in parallel with the redevelopment of ‘Learn’ and felt that staff should be encouraged to seek out the help and guidance they needed. 
7.12 The same advice applied in other areas where staff development in learning and teaching issues would help enhance the quality of learning opportunities for students.  
7.13 It was noted that full-time academic staff numbers in the department had risen from a low of 9 in the 2003/04 academic year to 13 in the current academic year, and would rise to 14 in 2008/09.  This was welcomed in the light of comments from the IoP and External Examiners about past risks in maintaining the quality and standards of provision.  The low numbers highlighted the dedication and efforts made by the staff in fostering a high-quality and supportive learning environment for the students.  The panel noted that there were no female academic staff in the department but was assured that a ‘Women in Science’ group chaired by the Dean was monitoring gender issues across the Faculty and was alert to this.
7.14 It was noted that space for academic and research staff was a limiting factor for Physics and the neighbouring Department of Mathematical Sciences.  It was particularly causing difficulties for the running of tutorial-style meetings.  The Dean informed the panel that he was considering whether a review of Faculty space would be timely.
8. Management of quality and standards

8.1 External Examiners’ reports were generally positive and complimentary about the programmes and the assessment process, and the department had responded to specific issues raised in the reports following discussions in staff meetings.   Their comments reflected some continuing unease however over the treatment of students at the 2.2/3rd borderline, and over the poor knowledge of physics of some students graduating from the joint programme in Sports Science and Physics.  
8.2 The first of these points concerned the use of vivas to bring students with less than the required number of credits in the final year above the 2.2 borderline.  The panel considered it important to separate the use of vivas from the application of condonement: the two processes appeared to have become confused.  The panel felt it would be the more regular course of action in the circumstances described to require students to resit failed modules.  Programme regulations could be adjusted if the department so wished to allow finalists to undertake reassessment in the Special Assessment Period.
8.3 On the second point, the panel suggested it might be desirable to have programme regulations prescribe minimum progression/award criteria in each subject of the joint degree. 
8.4 Reference was made to the high level of use of condonement by the department, and the risk that if used for the same students in successive years, it might contribute to a perception of poor standards at the lower end of the degree scale.  The department was encouraged to keep its use of condonement closely in line with University guidance and ensure it always had the support of the appropriate External Examiner.  
8.5 Data indicated high first attempt failure rates at Part A, and disappointing progression rates.  These points had been discussed at APRs in the past and the department had tried strategies such as double streaming maths and introducing more coursework; it also tried to identify and give extra support to students at risk.  The department felt the problem might be linked to a perceived decline in student attendance.  The department was advised to consider further measures to address the issues in its forthcoming review of programmes.  

8.6 The panel was assured that the department complied with the University’s academic quality procedures and this was borne out by external feedback, feedback from the students, and the paperwork provided.
8.7 The panel considered the department’s web-site well-structured and informative.  However, the printed brochure for the UG programmes looked dated.  It was suggested the department confer with Marketing & Communications about a revamp of their promotional materials, with the need to improve application rates in mind.
8.8 It was remarked that in the light of the large decrease in UG applications, the department would need a good system in place to optimise the outcomes from clearing in 2008. 
9. Examples of good practice and innovative features of provision

9.1 The department was to be commended on its positive support for student learning and for fostering open relations with its students who appreciated the accessibility and helpfulness of the staff.  
9.2 The department’s NSS results had been excellent.

9.3 The staff/student committee minutes provided evidence of useful discussions on academic issues and a department responsive to student feedback.  
9.4 The Physics Resource Centre, though limited in scale, was a helpful innovation.
10. The department’s future plans

10.1 The department was proposing shortly to undertake a major review of its provision, preparatory to another IoP accreditation visit due in 2008/09, and to take account of new IoP guidelines and the revised QAA subject benchmark for Physics, as well as changes in its programme portfolio, approved and proposed.  
10.2 Approval had been given for the introduction of a new UG degree programme in Physics with Cosmology from 2009/10.  The department felt it was now well placed in terms of staff expertise to offer such a degree, and it would not require major infrastructural developments.  The department was however proposing to invest in an observatory, with Faculty support.  The panel considered this highly desirable and would encourage the department to pursue it.  The panel felt that if the Cosmology option proved as attractive as the department hoped, it might require additional staffing to sustain it.  

10.3
The panel was informed that the UG programme in IT and Physics was being terminated after the 2008 intake as student numbers were unsustainably low.  The Physics and Management programme had also attracted only small numbers and its future was under serious consideration.  The panel was disappointed to hear this as it felt the subject mix on the face of it had potential to attract both international and female students and wondered whether an alternative title might make it more attractive.  
10.4
The department was also considering the possibility of offering a programme in ‘Physics with Medical Physics’.  Several new staff had an interest in medical physics, and it was thought this would fit well with institutional investment in medically related subject infrastructure.  It might also help the department to attract a wider range pf applicants.  The panel felt it important for the department to liaise with others internally, for example, with Human Sciences, and that it would be essential to establish links with NHS partners.  It would advise the department not to pursue this option at the same time as the new Cosmology programme.
10.5
Plans at Masters level were to increase the number of optional pathways available within the existing MSc in Research Studies in Physics in the light of the research interests of new staff.  It might offer short courses as ‘tasters’.  It was hoped to increase the number of international PGT students, particularly from China.

10.6
The panel felt the department needed to adopt a more strategic approach to programme development at both UG and PG levels.  It appeared at present to be adapting its portfolio to market perceptions that were speculative and insufficiently researched.
10.7
The panel drew attention to the possibility of developing level 7 modules that could be shared between Part D of the integrated Masters and the MSc programme.  It also queried whether the content of the MSc might be developed to provide an accelerated route to a PhD.  
10.8
Although outside the scope of the PPR, reference was made to a 2+2 arrangement with the Open University, to the Loughborough-China Physics Partnership, and to proposed collaboration with Shandong University in China; all of which were relatively small initiatives but reported to be operating successfully.  A collaborative arrangement with the British University in Egypt might also be pursued, subject to University advice: a joint Masters programme in Theoretical Physics had been mooted.  The panel considered it important that any QA implications of such partnership arrangements were addressed, and it was suggested that relevant information be shared with appropriate staff in the Academic Registry.
11. Conclusions and recommendations

11.1
In the course of the review, as reported above, the panel identified the following features that it would wish to commend:
(a) 
The approachability and supportive attitude of the staff which made a significant contribution to the quality of learning opportunities – 7.1, 9.1
(b)
The amount of feedback provided for students on their work and progress over and above written comments on assessed work – 7.2

(c) 
The Physics Resource Centre was a helpful innovation – 7.8, 9.4
(d) 
The department’s NSS results which had been excellent – 9.2

In addition, the panel would wish to commend:
(e) The support given to students and staff by the Executive Officer.
(f) The strong international character of the department which enriched the student experience and emphasised the universality of the subject.

11.2
The panel has also identified a number of issues for the department’s further consideration.
(a) 
It is clear to the panel that the increasing scale of the department’s operations presents new challenges, for which it can no longer rely on the informal working arrangements that served it well while staff numbers were small.  There is a need to formalise the management structure, and the delegation of responsibilities within the department, and to ensure these are all properly documented.  The panel therefore endorses the Dean’s proposal 

to ask the HOD for a management document identifying departmental administrative responsibilities. 

Other issues already identified in the report are as follows:  

(b)
While proceeding with the proposed review of its provision, the department is advised to address the need for a more strategic approach towards programme development at UG and PG levels – 10.6

(c)
In the course of the review the department is advised:
(i) To review the aims and ILOs of the MPhys programmes with a view to differentiating them more clearly from the Bachelors degrees – 6.2

(ii) To ensure that there is sufficient level 7 credit in the MPhys programmes to meet FHEQ and Bologna expectations and explore how other departments of Physics are addressing these issues – 6.2
(iii) To review the ILOs for the various programmes involving second subjects with a view to differentiating them more clearly – 6.3

(iv)  To review the skills delivered and assessed within the programme and how they are presented within the various ILO sections of the programme specifications – 6.4

(v) To keep under review the heavy proportion of written examinations and ensure that students are offered a more varied diet of assessment methods – 6.5

(vi) To foster more group/team working especially at first-year undergraduate level - 7.3

(vii) To consider further measures to address the high first-attempt failure rates at Part A and disappointing progression rates – 8.5

(viii) To confer with Marketing & Communications about a revamp of promotional materials – 8.7

The department is also advised:

(d)
 To review its approach to the treatment of students at the 2.2/3rd borderline – 8.2
(e)
To consider whether programme regulations for joint programmes should prescribe minimum progression/award criteria in each subject – 8.3

(f)
To keep its use of condonement closely in line with University guidance and ensure it always has the support of the appropriate External Examiner – 8.4

(g)
To enter into an early dialogue with Estates to have laboratories redecorated and refurbished - 7.4

(h)
To consult with the HSE Office to ensure that best practice is being followed as regards the conduct of risk assessments for student lab work and projects – 7.6

The panel is of the view it would also be desirable for the department:

(i)
To ensure that there is a systematic rolling programme of laboratory equipment replacement/update in place – 7.5

(j)
To consider ways of improving student uptake of industrial/professional placements – 7.10

(k)
To encourage staff to seek out help and guidance with the development of e-learning resources and staff development opportunities that would help them enhance the quality of student learning – 7.11, 7.12

(l)
To share information about programme partnership arrangements with relevant members of staff in the Academic Registry to enable any QA implications to be checked – 10.8
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Members of staff who met with the Review Panel

Professor F V Kusmartsev, Head of Department

Professor A S Alexandrov, Programme Tutor - MSc programmes

Dr B Chesca, UG Programme Tutor – Physics and Mathematics, Physics and/with Management, Information Technology and Physics, Sports Science and Physics

Dr J H Samson, UG Programme Tutor – Physics, Engineering Physics

Dr G M Swallowe, Teaching Coordinator

Dr M D Cropper, previous MSc Tutor

Also present:

Dr L McAulay, Business School

Dr R G Stone, Computer Science

Dr M Waring, School of Sport & Exercise Sciences

Students who met with the Review Panel

Robert Espley-Jones Engineering Physics, Part A

David Symes, Physics Part B

Joe Law, Physics Part C

Anthony Davenport, Physics Extended Part B

Seb Pinski, Physics Extended Part D

Hailey Williamson, Physics and Maths Part A

Nicola Harrison, Physics and Maths Part B

Karin Rosahl, Physics and Maths Extended Part D (former Erasmus student)
Stephanie O’Donohue, Sports Science and Physics Part C

Ato Stephens, MSc student 

Response to the Report of the PPR panel for Physics 2008

The departmental response to the points raised by the PPR panel follows. For convenience replies are in italics directly following the panel comments.

G. M. Swallowe, Teaching Co-ordinator for Physics

October 2008
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Conclusions and recommendations

11.1
In the course of the review, as reported above, the panel identified the following features that it would wish to commend:
(a) 
The approachability and supportive attitude of the staff which made a significant contribution to the quality of learning opportunities – 7.1, 9.1

(b)
The amount of feedback provided for students on their work and progress over and above written comments on assessed work – 7.2

(c) 
The Physics Resource Centre was a helpful innovation – 7.8, 9.4

(d) 
The department’s NSS results which had been excellent – 9.2

In addition, the panel would wish to commend:

(g) The support given to students and staff by the Executive Officer.

(h) The strong international character of the department which enriched the student experience and emphasised the universality of the subject.

11.2
The panel has also identified a number of issues for the department’s further consideration.

(a) 
It is clear to the panel that the increasing scale of the department’s operations presents new challenges, for which it can no longer rely on the informal working arrangements that served it well while staff numbers were small.  There is a need to formalise the management structure, and the delegation of responsibilities within the department, and to ensure these are all properly documented.  The panel therefore endorses the Dean’s proposal 

to ask the HOD for a management document identifying departmental administrative responsibilities. 

Prof. Kusmartsev has prepared a response and forwarded it to the Dean of Science.

Other issues already identified in the report are as follows:  

(b)
While proceeding with the proposed review of its provision, the department is advised to address the need for a more strategic approach towards programme development at UG and PG levels – 10.6

The current strategy is to develop new programmes in areas that we perceive as being likely to attract good quality students making use of expertise introduced into the department by new appointments and developments in the university. Hence the introduction of Physics with Cosmology in 2009 and the proposal for a Physics with Medical Physics programme to commence in 2010. Programmes which consistently recruit very low numbers (e.g. IT and Physics whose last intake is this year) are dropped. We are unclear what alternative strategy for undergraduate programmes the panel have in mind. With regard to taught PG programmes the situation is less clear. The current Masters programme is clearly not successful, attracting very few students. It has therefore been decided to form a panel headed by Prof. Alexandrov (the MSc programme tutor) specifically to review the MSc programme and propose a major overhaul. Because of the time lag involved this revised MSc provision is likely to commence in 2010.
(c)
In the course of the review the department is advised:

(ix) To review the aims and ILOs of the MPhys programmes with a view to differentiating them more clearly from the Bachelors degrees – 6.2

The programme specifications for all Programmes which have both MPhys and BSc are being revised to incorporate more clear differentiation. Revised specifications for over half our programmes have been submitted and the remainder will be revised following comments/approval etc. for the submitted specifications.

(x) To ensure that there is sufficient level 7 credit in the MPhys programmes to meet FHEQ and Bologna expectations and explore how other departments of Physics are addressing these issues – 6.2

This is ongoing

(xi) To review the ILOs for the various programmes involving second subjects with a view to differentiating them more clearly – 6.3

All programme specifications are being revised, with some revisions already submitted, however all joint programmes include the same Physics core (as required for IoP accreditation) – the differentiation is therefore only in the second subject.
(xii)  To review the skills delivered and assessed within the programme and how they are presented within the various ILO sections of the programme specifications – 6.4

This is covered in the reply to (iii)

(xiii) To keep under review the heavy proportion of written examinations and ensure that students are offered a more varied diet of assessment methods – 6.5

The proportion of written examination to other forms of assessment in the complete (3 or 4 years) Physics programmes is roughly 60:40 and it is closer to 50:50 in combined degree programmes, with the exception of Physics and Mathematics where a higher exam load is dictated by the use of Mathematics Department modules. It is not clear why this is considered a heavy proportion of written examinations. Examinations are by far the most efficient form of assessment and also the one form where cheating is almost impossible; as such it is felt that the present ratios are reasonable. The situation will be kept under review so no unreasonable increases in the examination proportion occurs.
(xiv) To foster more group/team working especially at first-year undergraduate level - 7.3

The Part A ‘Information Skills’ module has now been made compulsory for all students and has been modified to include group work as suggested by the external assessor. Modification of some second year modules (Laboratory and Electronics) to include group work is also being considered.

(xv) To consider further measures to address the high first-attempt failure rates at Part A and disappointing progression rates – 8.5

This is a continuing problem which is probably related to the relatively large numbers of clearing applicants we accept. We introduced a few years ago (in addition to small group tutorials) staffed resource centre times at which students can approach PG students and Postdocs for assistance but the take up is very poor. We tried to run parallel mathematics teaching for the ‘prepared’ and ‘less well prepared’ students during the first year but again the take up of the opportunities by the ‘less well prepared’ group was very poor and we have abandoned this system. It appears that to solve the problem we have to either a) to considerably reduce the level of our modules and hence put accreditation in jeopardy or b) try to obtain  a ‘better’ intake. We have opted for this latter option and we are raising our standard offer so as to (hopefully) attract first choice students with good A levels. (We are currently a very popular second choice – this means that we get many students who were rejected by their first choice university).
(xvi) To confer with Marketing & Communications about a revamp of promotional materials – 8.7

Revised promotional material has been prepared and is currently with Media Services in preparation for printing and distribution. 

The department is also advised:

(d)
 To review its approach to the treatment of students at the 2.2/3rd borderline – 8.2

The problem here is identified by external examiners where, because of university regulations, one or more students find themselves at a Fail/2.2 borderline. They have less than the required number of credits but an average mark in the high 40’s. The choice is either to fail them and enable them, via resits in the following academic year, to get the required credits and consequently a 2.2 mark or to give them a viva and award the 2.2 straight away. Since university policy is not to disadvantage students and a forced repeat or the offer, via condonement, of a 3rd class degree are obviously disadvantages we opt for the viva and therefore regularly present students to the external examiner who are very weak in some areas. We do not see an obvious solution of this problem which accords with university policy.
(e)
To consider whether programme regulations for joint programmes should prescribe minimum progression/award criteria in each subject – 8.3

We have considered this point and will, in future regulations, apply the same progression minima as the joint programme department. 
(f)
To keep its use of condonement closely in line with University guidance and ensure it always has the support of the appropriate External Examiner – 8.4

We apply condonement rules which are harsher that the university guidelines but also (as per university guidelines) do nothing to disadvantage the student. Hence the occasional conflict with an external examiner (see (d)).

(g)
To enter into an early dialogue with Estates to have laboratories redecorated and refurbished - 7.4

The department is currently being encouraged to consider a move to the Holy Well site. Until this is resolved there is little point in commencing renovations. The department is willing to consider a move provided the whole department can move and we are assured that full undergraduate teaching (including the ~ 200 Foundation year students we have for laboratory sessions) can use the Holy Well buildings but it is proving to be very difficult to get a clear and unambiguous assurance that this is the case.
(i) To consult with the HSE Office to ensure that best practice is being followed as regards the conduct of risk assessments for student lab work and projects – 7.6

The departmental Safety Officer has been made aware of this comment

The panel is of the view it would also be desirable for the department:

(i)
To ensure that there is a systematic rolling programme of laboratory equipment replacement/update in place – 7.5

Undergraduate experiments are (slowly) being replaced and updated. Currently replacement/refurbishment is at a rate of ~ 5% of all experiments each year. A faster rate would be desirable but would require a commitment of resources which the department cannot afford. Unfortunately recent bids to the centre (SRIF etc.) to replace advanced laboratory equipment have been unsuccessful. 
(j)
To consider ways of improving student uptake of industrial/professional placements – 7.10

Following the appointment of a new industrial placement tutor in 2007 uptake is already improving.
(k)
To encourage staff to seek out help and guidance with the development of e-learning resources and staff development opportunities that would help them enhance the quality of student learning – 7.11, 7.12

Staff are directed to the Higher Education Academy Physical Sciences Centre programme and encouraged to attend sessions

(l)
To share information about programme partnership arrangements with relevant members of staff in the Academic Registry to enable any QA implications to be checked – 10.8

Our sole partnership (with Leicester University) has proved unsuccessful, mainly due to difficulties in running the web linked lectures. We currently have no partnerships.
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