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1.
Periodic Programme Review Report – Department of Computer Science
2.
Date: 19 May 2006
3.
JACS codes: G400, G450, G500
4.
Department: Computer Science
5. Objectives of review

All departments undertake a ‘periodic programme review’ of this kind once 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 discussion 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 Head of another Department in the Faculty of Science, deputising for the Dean (Chair), the Faculty’s Associate Dean (Teaching), two senior academic staff from other departments one of whom was from the Faculty of Engineering, the Head of Academic Practice and Quality in Professional Development, and an External Assessor from another University, with the Programme Development & Quality Team Manager as Secretary. 


The Panel met the Head of the Department, the Teaching Co-ordinator, the Quality Manager, the International Tutor, the undergraduate and postgraduate Programme Directors, and a member of staff from the Business School with responsibility for the BS contribution to the Computing and Management degree.  It also met with representatives of current undergraduate and postgraduate students, including two research students who were graduates of the Department.

The Panel undertook a tour of the undergraduate and postgraduate computing laboratories and other accommodation in the Haslegrave Building during the course of the review.


A draft report was circulated to all Panel members and their comments incorporated into the final version.

7.
Evidence base


Documentation was provided to the Panel in advance of the review.  It included 

· An overview of the main characteristics of the programmes

· Departmental self critical and analytical commentary
· Review of the last three years’ statistical data
· Programme specifications
· Annual programme review forms relating to sessions 2003/04 and 2004/05 (including data on recruitment, progression, degree results, first destinations, summary of actions taken in response to feedback)

· External Examiners’ reports 2002/03 to 2004/05 and Departmental responses
· Report of a QAA Developmental Engagement, 2003
· Reports of an exemption and accreditation visit from the Institution of Electrical Engineers and the British Computer Society, 2003
· Staff/Student Committee Minutes, 2003 - 2005
· Programme Board decision statistics

· Programme/module intended learning outcomes (ILOs) matrices
· ‘Assessment matrices’ showing the modes of assessment for all modules on a programme by programme basis
· An outline of new developments and future plans for the Department’s programmes.
8.
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 a senior academic in the same discipline area from another university, who had not been an External Examiner for the department and had experience as a QAA reviewer and as a BCS accreditation panel member.  The External Assessor reviewed the documentation provided, took a leading part in discussions between the review panel and the department and contributed to the report.

9.
Overview of the main characteristics of the programmes covered by the review 
The review covered the following undergraduate programmes:

· BSc and MComp Computer Science (CS) (single honours) 

· BSc and MComp Computer Science and E-business (CS+EB) (single honours)

· BSc Computing and Management (C&M) (joint honours programme with the Business School)

and the following postgraduate programmes:

· MSc in Information Technology (IT)

· MSc in Multimedia and Internet Computing (MInC).

Frequent reference was also made to the following programmes, approved by the University for introduction in the Department wef 2006/07:

· BSc and MComp Computer Science and Artificial Intelligence (CS&AI) (single honours)

· BSc Information Technology and Mathematics (IT&M) (joint honours programme with Mathematical Sciences)

· MSc Internet Computing and Network Security (ICNS) (joint programme with Electrical Engineering).

Joint honours programmes offered in partnership with Computer Science but led by other departments were not included in the review.

At the undergraduate level, the joint honours programmes aim to equip students with the skills they need to develop and deploy major IT systems in the commercial and industrial environment of their specialist component subject.  The single honours programmes extend the computing element of the joint honours programmes, aiming to equip students with an in-depth knowledge of the fundamentals of Computer Science and the ability to apply this knowledge to improving IT processes and tools.  The single honours programmes have a common first year, before students choose a specific direction for subsequent years of study.  The CS and CS&AI programmes will share the first two years in common.  
BSc degrees run for three years, MComp degrees for four years.  All programmes allow scope for an industrial placement year – leading to the additional qualification of Diploma in Professional Studies - between the second and third academic years, and extending programmes by a further year.  The existing single honours programmes are accredited by the BCS and the IEE.
A restructuring of the undergraduate programmes will be implemented from 2006/07, as well as the introduction of the additional new programmes listed above, with programmes being arranged into a core delivery with a selection of specialist additions further promoting student choice.  Single honours programmes and all the joint honours programmes will share a common core, forming about 50% of the programme.  This core will focus on the use of computing in society, science and the commercial world.  It will be complemented by specialist contributions either from within the Department of Computer Science (for single honours programmes in CS, CS&EB, CS&AI) of from partner departments (for joint honours programmes in C&M, IT&M, as well as other joint programmes led by the partner departments).
At postgraduate level, the IT programme aims to bring IT skills to graduates from non-computing disciplines, with a focus on the design and construction of information systems with regard to human and security issues.  High priority is given to meeting the needs of prospective employers requiring graduate students with expertise in the IT field.  The MInC programme is an advanced programme for computing graduates which aims to deepen knowledge of computer science, focussing on multimedia coding and presentation and internet-based applications.  The new ICNS programme, focussing on networking and computer security issues, will be delivered jointly with the Department of Electronic and Electrical Engineering, but led by Computer Science.  It will share 50% of its material with the existing MInC programme.
The MSc programmes are taught by means of short intensive modules.  There have been 12 modules of 10 credits (one week’s duration) up to now, but from 2006/07 there will be 8 15-credit modules (of two weeks’ duration).  In addition, students undertake a 60-credit project.
Student intakes in 2005/06 were: CS MComp 15/BSc 38; CS&EB MComp 1/BSc 9; C&M BSc 54; IT MSc 11 (inc 2 part-time); MInC MSc 28.  
10.
Conclusions on innovation and good practice

.1
Staff have produced imaginative and well considered changes in the department’s portfolio of programmes to ensure that it remains attractive to students at both undergraduate and postgraduate level.
.2
Innovative materials are delivered through ‘co-teach’, the department’s intranet.  This is linked to ‘Learn’, the institutional VLE, and there is a single entry point for the two.  Co-teach is exploited by staff in the department to support module delivery to a greater extent than is generally the case with ‘Learn’.  

.3
The online system for scheduling assessments for students is innovative and potentially very helpful in avoiding clashes between the demands of different modules, though care needs to be taken to avoid last minute changes by individual members of staff.
.4
The department’s action learning approach to project supervision, whereby Part D MComp students are involved in the mentoring of Part A student project work, is an unusual feature worthy of note. 
.5
Other features which the panel considers to be examples of good practice are 

(i) Evidence of a growing engagement with the international student market; for example, the way in which staff of the department have worked with the English Language Study Unit to improve the relevance of the pre-sessional programmes to Computer Science students; and the designation of a member of staff as International Tutor, to provide an extra point of contact for pastoral support, as well as organising social events for the department’s international students along with the Senior Tutor

(ii) The department’s annual ‘information day’, which provides an opportunity for staff to discuss strategic issues and receive presentations from specialists from outside the department
(iii) The way in which Masters students are embedded in the department’s research groups when undertaking their projects

(iv) The use of group work, which is perceived by students to enrich their experience and to be of considerable value in relation to employment skills; as well as being an accreditation requirement for the MComp degree, it has gained positive recognition from employers including company prizes
(v) The department’s open day presentations and its induction of new students, both of which were commended by the student representatives 

(vi) The fact that students found the staff accessible and approachable
(vii) The arrangements made to ensure that students can maintain contact with teaching staff based in the Research School of Informatics at Holywell Park

(viii) The excellent computing facilities in the department, with 24/7 access.
11.
Conclusions on quality and standards

.1
In the 2005 National Student Survey, computer science at Loughborough was in top place for the subject area nationally in five out of the seven question categories; a score of 4.8 was achieved for learning resources.
.2
External Examiners’ reports confirm that ILOs, which are based on the subject benchmark statement for Computing, are being consistently met at both UG and PG levels.  The department’s Developmental Engagement with the QAA (2003) confirmed that the level and standards of the programmes were appropriately matched to the Framework for Higher Education Qualifications.  
.3
The proportion of first and upper second class honours degrees is higher than the national average for the discipline and completion rates on the MSc in Information Technology are excellent for a programme of its kind.
.4
Progression rates are not out of line with those for the discipline nationally.  There is some concern however about the rate of initial failure at Part A.  The panel was informed that this was caused by a high number of failures in one particular module.  Delivery of the material concerned had been reviewed in the course of programme restructuring and changes made to address the problem.
.5
Over and above the University’s standard QA requirements in respect of assessment procedures, all examination and coursework specifications in the department are moderated by a second member of staff and all individual project work is marked by both the supervisor and second marker.  

.6
Project students typically meet once a week with their project supervisors who provide the personal tutoring role for these students.

.7
All examination assessments have a feedback document posted on the departmental intranet.  Most modules are taught using feedback sessions as well as lectures: these have developed from smaller group tutorials as group sizes have increased.
.8
Employment statistics are healthy with above-the-University-average numbers of graduates entering full-time employment.
.9
 The department systematically collects modular feedback from students and undertakes end-of-programme surveys of finalists.  It was not entirely clear to the panel however where the responsibility lies for responding to feedback, how this is co-ordinated at programme level or how the ‘loop’ is closed with the students.  
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

.1
The department has recently undertaken a major review of its programmes, restructured its undergraduate programmes and introduced new offerings, in large part to address declining student numbers.  The panel believes the revised structure of core plus specialism, serving not only the single honours but also the joint honours programmes with other departments, has been carefully considered, is academically sound, efficient in terms of its demands on staff, and should be attractive to students.  Staff involved in the redesign of the programmes are to be commended.

.2
The existing single honours programmes are accredited by the BCS and the IEE and it is the department’s intention to maintain this.  

.3
Methods of module delivery are varied and care is taken to ensure that assessment instruments are appropriate to the ILOs being assessed.  Staff are encouraged to avail themselves of the development opportunities offered internally by Professional Development and by the HEA-ICS.
.4
The department is committed to research-led teaching to ensure the currency of it programmes.
.5
Market demands are also taken into account, with information being sought through the International Office as well as the Industrial Liaison Committee, which has made useful contributions to curriculum development.
.6
The Department is proposing to create a Computer Science-specific version of RAPID (Recording Academic Professional and Individual Development) and to integrate this into personal tutoring sessions to enhance Personal Development Planning opportunities for students.  It appeared from discussions with the students that they are currently doubtful of the benefits of using the generic version of RAPID and the panel felt the department would be challenged to embed PDP more effectively.

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

.1
The department is advised to re-examine the robustness of its internal structures for quality management, assurance and enhancement, and to put in place simplified and more transparent mechanisms for recording its implementation of measures to assure or enhance the quality and standards of its programmes.
.2
Group work features significantly in the programmes.  It is valued by students and recognised by employers.  The panel would nevertheless advise the department to consider the formulation of a set of guidelines for the benefit of students, addressing issues such as group selection, preparation of students in group working skills, and approaches to assessment (eg use of individual, peer or group-based assessment methods).  (A University policy statement has already been circulated in draft form to initiate discussion on these issues.)  
.3
The department is encouraged to engage more closely with appropriate external organisations such as its accrediting bodies, relevant parts of the HEA subject network, and the new CETLs, in order to glean examples of effective practice in learning and teaching that might transfer to the Loughborough context and ensure that it is apprised of new directions being taken within the discipline nationally.

14.
Further observations and recommendations (not for TQI summary)

.1
The department should ensure that its understanding of the difference between the BSc and MComp programmes is fully reflected in the aims and ILOs of the two programmes, and engage with the current debate concerning the future of the integrated Masters under the Bologna process.  
.2
The department should ensure that module feedback from students is routinely discussed at Staff Student Committee meetings.  

.3
The recommendation under 13.1 above is intended to indicate that the department needs to approach the assurance and enhancement of quality in a more systematic way.  The panel felt that quality and standards were being maintained, but linkages between the various individuals and bodies with responsibilities for quality matters were complicated, and audit trails were inadequate to provide evidence of actions taken.  
.4
The panel recognises that the department has undertaken a large amount of programme development work in the recent past, for which it is to be commended.  The panel hopes that its future plans, such as those for the introduction of a new route PhD, an MRes and international collaboration in Masters provision, will be pursued in the context of University strategy.

.5
Progression rates should continue to be carefully monitored, especially from Part A to Part B.
.6
The panel appreciated sight of the BCS/IEE exemption and accreditation visit reports (2003) and the department’s responses.  The panel requests that the department place on record with the other PPR documentation copies of the subsequent communications from the two bodies concerned, confirming the exemption and accreditation awarded.

.7
The panel was grateful to the department for the information provided in advance of the review and for supplementing this in the course of the event.  The panel noted however that the ‘self-critical and analytical commentary’ was, as in the case of the material supplied for the QAA Developmental Engagement (2003), almost entirely descriptive, ‘[lacking] reference to supporting evidence…and actions taken as a result of internal review processes and external examiner comment.’
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