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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 21 May 2009.

2.2
The panel comprised the following:

Professor Terry Kavanagh, Dean of the Faculty of Social Sciences and Humanities (SSH) (Chair)

Professor William Maloney, Professor of Politics and Deputy Head of School (Politics), School of Geography, Politics and Sociology, University of Newcastle

Dr David Twigg, Associate Dean (Teaching) British University in Egypt

Jan Tennant, Director of the Teaching Centre

Dr David Deacon, Teaching Co-ordinator, Department of Social Sciences

Phil Sawdon, Teaching Co-ordinator, School of Art and Design

Danny McNeice, Vice-President (Education), Loughborough Students’ Union

Robert Bowyer, Programme Quality Team Manager (Secretary)

2.3
The panel met throughout the day and held discussions with key members of Departmental staff, including the Head of Department, the Chair of the Departmental Learning, Teaching and Assessment Committee, Programme Directors, and the Departmental Administrators.  The panel met with a representative group of students for discussions over lunch.  (See Annex A for a full list of staff and students who met with the panel.)

2.4
The panel was provided with a brief tour of departmental facilities.  One member of the panel was given a virtual tour of the department’s web pages and protected pages on Learn.

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 clear and comprehensive set of documentation in advance of the review.  It included

· An overview of the main characteristics of the programmes

· A self critical and analytical commentary
· A brief overview of the last three years’ statistical data

· An outline of the department’s future plans 

· UG Staff/Student Committee and PG Staff/Student Consultative Committee Minutes 2005/06 to date

For all the programmes:

· Programme regulations

· A programme specification

· An ‘assessment matrix’ showing the modes of assessment for all modules on a programme by programme basis

· A ‘curriculum map’ listing compulsory modules against programme intended learning outcomes
· Annual programme review forms relating to sessions 2005/06 to 2007/08 (including data on recruitment, progression, degree results, and first destinations; a summary of actions taken in response to feedback, including National Student Survey results; a commentary on the department’s approaches to feedback to students and personal tutoring; and issues raised by teaching staff) and a summary of actions taken in response to the APRs 2005/06 and 2006/07

· External examiners’ reports and departmental responses, 2005/06 to 2007/08

Plus, for undergraduate programmes:

· Population monitoring statistics for 2005, 2006 and 2007 entry cohorts

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 for this review was Professor William Maloney, Professor of Politics and Deputy Head of School (Politics), School of Geography, Politics and Sociology, University of Newcastle.  He had not been an External Examiner for PIRES.  He reviewed the documentation provided, took a leading 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 following overview was provided by the department.
5.2 The principal aim of PIRES is to conduct high quality teaching and research relating to the changing international arena, with special reference to contemporary Europe.  The department’s approach explores the political, economic, social and cultural transformations taking place in contemporary Europe and in the broader global environment.  It draws on the social sciences to provide a learning environment, offering students varied perspectives on its core subjects; the department also offers a range of opportunities for those who wish to acquire or enhance foreign language skills.  The department aims to make its expertise available to a wide range of students and other users from within the University, from the region, and from home and abroad.

5.3 PIRES is a multi-disciplinary department offering programmes at undergraduate and postgraduate level, both taught and by research.  Undergraduate degrees in Politics, International Relations and European Studies are structured as major-minor programmes.  Minors are offered from the suite offered by the department and from cognate disciplines in the Faculty (Business School, Economics, English, Geography, Social Sciences).
5.4 From 2009, the Department will offer four undergraduate joint honours History programmes with a view to developing post-graduate teaching in History in 2012/13.
5.5 PIRES offers two Master’s programmes (one in 2009/10) and a research training Master’s and also contributes to the teaching of the Faculty Master’s programme, International Financial and Political Relations (taught jointly with Economics and Geography).

5.6 Undergraduate programmes run for 3 or 4 years; postgraduate programmes for 1 year full-time or 2 years part-time.  Undergraduate students who study a foreign language (French, German or Spanish) have the opportunity to spend a year abroad either teaching in an assistantship scheme or studying at a partner institution.

5.7 The department is fully committed to widening students' cultural perspectives and experiences.  Undergraduate students are actively encouraged to spend the second semester of the second year studying in partner institutions teaching in English in the Czech Republic, Finland, the Netherlands and across Scandinavia.

5.8 The department also continues to encourage the acquisition of language skills.  It houses the University Wide Language Programme (UWLP) and provides teaching in a wide range of foreign languages at a variety of different levels, both in formal programmes of study and the extra-curricula language classes.

5.9 With the exception of one distance learning module (Research Design, EUB614), all teaching is campus based.

Undergraduate programmes

5.10 The Politics programme addresses the traditional concerns of politics - the study of power, decision-making, and collective actions - through the examination of European and international political systems, political theory and post-war history.  It provides a framework for developing skills of political analysis, communication, and conceptual thought.

5.11 International relations blends the empirical study of states and international organisations with an analysis of the theoretical frameworks of international relations.  There is a particular focus on intelligence and security issues, as well as the operation of foreign policy, all of which are aspects of international relations that have a clear contemporary relevance.
5.12 The European Studies programme adopts a multi-disciplinary approach - combining insights from political science, international relations, and area studies - to develop skills of analysis through the study of contemporary Europe and its relative position in the wider world. It examines systems of government, the impact of globalisation, and the operation of states and organisations, particularly in a European context.

5.13 All programmes have a major/minor structure and students combine the study of Politics, International Relations or European Studies with a subject from a cognate discipline and/or foreign language.

Postgraduate programmes
5.14 Since 2007 PIRES has offered three taught postgraduate degrees.
5.15 The MSc in European and International Studies programmes focuses on the study of the European Union and its member states in relation to the international arena, focusing on policy and institutional analysis, with contemporary and professional relevance.

5.16 The MSc in International Relations programme focuses on the study of international relations in the contemporary global arena.  It develops students' conceptual and theoretical foundations in this field, and offers the opportunity for in-depth study of specific cases and issues of contemporary relevance.

5.17 The MSc in Research Methods (European and International Settings) is an ESRC-validated research training programme, which provides training in research methodology, including both comprehensive training in various qualitative and quantitative methods, and in the application of those methods to research in European and International settings.  It is primarily designed for prospective doctoral students. 
Developments during the review period
5.18 Changes in UG provision during the period since the last PPR were summarised by the HOD, who underlined the recruitment success of the International Relations programme.  The introduction of the History was a major priority for the department at present.  The various changes were reflected in the title of the department: having not long ago been the Department of European Studies, and currently Politics, International Relations and European Studies, it was about to change its name again to the Department of Politics, History and International Relations. 

5.19 The European Studies degree programme no longer included compulsory language study, but French, German or Spanish could be studied up to degree level on all three UG programmes.  As noted above, PIRES also continued to support the acquisition of language skills through the UWLP: 666 students were currently registered on the programme.  

5.20 Changes in PGT provision had been disappointing by comparison.  An earlier suite of different titles had been narrowed down to the three PGT programmes currently offered, but the problem of low recruitment numbers remained, exacerbated by the funding difficulties facing home students.  The department took the view that its PGT provision affected the credibility of the department as a unit within the sector and that a lack of provision would adversely reflect on the seriousness of its research.  Work had therefore begun on the re-design of the Master’s programmes, with paperwork already in hand to support the introduction of an MSc in International Politics.  The department discussed with the panel other possibilities for creating a strong PGT identity.  

6.
Aims and intended learning outcomes (ILOs) of the programmes, curricula and assessment
6.1 The panel considered the programme ILOs appropriate in relation to the department’s overall aims, and external reference points including the Framework for Higher Education Qualifications and relevant subject benchmark statements.  It was noted that International Relations and Politics were covered by the same subject benchmark, whereas European Studies fell within the statements for area studies.  The panel was provided with a helpful commentary on the way in which PIRES’ programmes reflected these benchmark statements.  The panel felt that the ILOs understated the distinctiveness of the individual programmes, perhaps inevitably given the commonality of the intellectual and key transferable skills, but was assured that differences in content and focus were better teased out in marketing materials.  Some information in the PG programme specifications was inaccurate and needed updating.

6.2 The panel felt the curricula of the UG programmes were well designed to promote progression and intellectually challenge students at all stages, with increasing specialisation and skills development over the whole period of study.  At Part C, all students were offered a range of specialist options which drew on staff research interests, and students were assigned a subject specialist supervisor for the final year dissertation.  

6.3 The panel felt that methods of assessment were rather unimaginative, and that this might in part be a staff response to having to handle large numbers of students.  Several UG modules could be assessed entirely by written examination; others entirely by a single essay; and many others by a combination of the two.  There was considerable variety of assessment however within language modules.  It was noted also that students who undertook a period of study abroad had exposure to different types of assessment regime.  The panel felt that presentational skills were under-assessed at UG level.  In the case of group work, the panel would suggest that the department address student perceptions of how marks were allocated.  Some of the students who met with the panel were unhappy with the process; there was also frustration with WebPA. 

6.4
The panel welcomed the use of grade descriptors, for coursework, examination and for language work, and the efforts made by the department to make the application of assessment criteria more explicit.  

6.5
The department’s procedures for moderation and second marking generally were in line with University guidelines.  The panel noted with interest the department’s arrangements for the marking of undergraduate dissertations.  These were marked anonymously by two members of staff, neither of whom was the student’s dissertation supervisor.  The supervisor was invited, however, to provide an anticipated grade in confidence to the module tutor to help highlight possible mark anomalies.  Disagreements between first and second markers were moderated by the module tutor and referred where necessary to the external examiner.  The panel was supportive in principle of the intention to ensure that the marking was indeed anonymous but uncomfortable that the supervisor’s predicted grade was not informed by a reading of the finished dissertation.  It appeared to be the case in practice however that the module tutor was able to mediate without recourse to the predicted grade, which led the panel to query whether it was necessary at all to invite the supervisor to submit one. 

6.6
External examiners’ reports were very positive and they had complimented the department on the content and quality of the programmes offered, and on clear evidence of good, research-informed teaching.  During the review period, they had commented on the low number of first class degrees awarded.  In response, the department had introduced a banding system for marking.  For all work up to 70%, the bands were 0, 3, 5, 7, and beyond 70%, at 5% intervals.  Staff were encouraged to use the full mark range and marks of 85% had indeed been awarded in the dissertation.  Nor was the department averse to adjusting the 2.1/1 classification threshold within the 3% range permitted by University regulations.  There were no obvious problems with particular modules, and degree classifications overall were not considered to be out of line with other similar departments elsewhere.  The department nevertheless remained concerned about the apparent difficulty of achieving first class marks and would be analysing grade distribution across modules and investigating possible causes of variations.  

6.7
It was noted that the department had pursued the possibility of a Merit award (60-69%) at Master’s level.  Students who were close to, but had missed out on, a distinction had raised the issue.  The University had rejected the suggestion on more than one occasion.
6.8
Student intake data indicated a variation in the attractiveness of the undergraduate programmes, with International Relations now having the highest applications to intake ratio, and an intake over three times the size of European Studies.  Admissions to Politics had also increased.  PIRES wanted to fulfil its undertaking to admit better qualified students and had raised its points score to 300-320.  It might still have to revert to clearing in 2009 but hoped to avoid it in future.  

6.9
The level of Part A failure rates before SAP was disappointing (in 2008, between 61 and 63% for all three UG programmes), though it rose considerably after SAP (between 84 and 94%).  The department felt the number of students entering via changed course offers might be a factor in relation to progression rates (particularly for the Politics programme).  Feedback from students failing or in jeopardy at the end of S.1 was that regulations were not explained properly; there was a resit culture carried over from school; and also a ‘first freedom’, self-management issue.  The department was considering the possibility of incentivising students to pass first time by making it a condition of some of the opportunities offered later.  

6.10
At PGT level, there had been a reduction in the numbers of students recruited to all programmes, and at the same time a widening disparity in expectations and learning cultures amongst those recruited.  PIRES had consequently initiated a full-scale review of its MSc provision to seek to find ways to address these issues.

7.
Quality of learning opportunities

7.1 The panel found the methods of teaching and learning, with some exceptions, very conventional.  There was a lot of large group teaching in Parts A and B at UG level and many modules were lecture only.  In Part C, by contrast, students were taught in small groups and in one-to-one supervisions, and registrations on Part C modules were capped to limit the size of the group and to enable staff to vary their teaching methods.  Students themselves indicated they would like more seminars and the opportunity for discussion in the early part of their programmes.  

7.2 The ‘core seminar module’ had been introduced as one way of making sure that some small group teaching continued as lecture-linked tutorials diminished.  This was a weekly skills-based seminar for all Part A UGs, led by personal tutors.  It had originally been introduced with no credit attached, and therefore at some sacrifice in terms of associated resource; however, it would become credit-bearing in 2009/10.  A key focus, which the panel applauded, was in helping students to cope with the transition from school to HE and a more independent learning style.  It covered skills such as presentational skills, and essay-writing skills; in the broad context of the discipline (eg Politics) but not tied to specific module content.  

7.3 Also of note were the dedicated methods module, ‘Political Analysis’ at Part B, which was supported by a tailor-made reader compiled by an academic staff member of PIRES, and the ‘Research Design’ module which developed appropriate skills in preparation for the final year dissertation.  Both modules also involved small group teaching.  The panel noted that students selected their final year dissertation topic from a list of topics without the names of supervisors attached.  Students were able to get advice about the choice of final year dissertation topic during S.2 of Part B.  

7.4 Given the smaller numbers on the MSc programmes, small-group teaching was the norm and staff research specialisms were exploited through the range of study options.  There was also a lively research seminar series and students benefitted from initiatives supported by the department’s Centre for the study of International Governance.

7.5 Student induction was not just a one-day or one-week event, but treated as an ongoing process, involving a rolling programme of lectures, and, like the core seminar, designed to raise student awareness of the nature of University teaching and learning as well as awareness of the importance of skills attainment and the management of learning.  As part of Part A induction, students were provided with a ‘skills learning sheet’ to record the learning outcomes associated with particular activities and exercises, introduced to personal development planning and issued with a workbook for use in consultation with personal tutors.  Induction lectures were also provided for students entering Parts B and C, again to discuss and raise awareness of skills acquisition.  

7.6 The department also undertook diagnostic testing of students during Part A induction, which drew attention to gaps in students’ knowledge.  It contained sections on, for example, current affairs, history, and political geography.  Feedback was delivered through personal tutors.  The test had also revealed a poor standard of written English and a low level of basic comprehension amongst some students.  Students scoring badly could be advised to take advantage of the study skills sessions run by the Library but the department pointed out that additional support was not currently offered by the University unless students could show a specific disability (such as dyslexia).  The panel noted that there was some inaccurate information about study skills in the departmental student handbook which needed updating.

7.7 The panel was informed that alongside the core seminar and the ongoing induction process, PIRES was collaborating with UG student representatives on an initiative designed to articulate student expectations, in the hope that the dialogue might help the department better to understand and manage these expectations and further improve programme development and student attainment. 

7.8 The panel considered that the department’s personal tutoring system was operating well and felt it was appreciated by the students.  It commended the fact that students first met with their tutors on induction day, and that, as noted above, students then had weekly meetings with their tutors on the ‘core seminar module’ throughout S.1 of Part A and up to week 7 of S.2.  Personal tutors maintained a link with their tutees in Part B through the ‘Political Analysis’ and ‘Research Design’ modules.  Tutors arranged meetings with Part B and final year tutees in the first weeks of S.1 and invited tutees to attend S.1 progress meetings in weeks 3-4 of S.2.  Contacts with Part B and final year students were otherwise student led.  Records of meetings were maintained on Co-Tutor.  

7.9 With the assistance of the previous Quality Enhancement Officer for the Faculty, PIRES had discovered a general link between first time failure (para 6.9 above) and non-attendance.  The department had consequently taken measures to improve its attendance monitoring.  Attendance at all small group teaching sessions was monitored, and at some large group lectures in Parts A and B, with results being recorded in Attendant.  The Director of Student Welfare in the department was notified of two consecutive absence and letters were sent to home addresses in cases of serial non-attendance.  It was more difficult to ascertain and understand the causes of non-attendance and the department would continue to participate in work being conducted in this area on behalf of the University Programme Quality Team.  Also with a view to reducing the number of re-assessments taking place, the department had introduced a ‘probationer system’ for students failing or in jeopardy at the end of S.1.  Failing students were asked to attend a meeting with the HOD and Chair of LTA to discuss the causes of failure and to send weekly time-management plans to their personal tutors.  The department remained concerned that these measures, both of which were labour-intensive, did not sit comfortably with its desire to encourage well managed, self-directed learning.  The panel found that student views on the issue varied, with some suggesting that there should be penalties for non-attendance and others (probably in the majority) preferring to see incentives for attendance.  The department referred to the fact that the University did not allow marks to be awarded simply for attendance and felt this did not work in its favour.  Departmental guidelines were that work assessed in seminars could attract a mark of 5% of the total module mark for participation and 10% for presentation.  

7.10 The panel found that a good range of methods was deployed to provide feedback to students on their work and progress and that staff had taken efforts to raise students’ awareness of what constituted feedback, over and above comments on assessed work.  Indeed, the panel found it striking how much formative feedback was made available.  

7.11 Learn was well used and students were enthusiastic about it.  PIRES had been a pilot department for the introduction of new Learn in 2007/08.  Copies of the departmental student handbooks (UG and PG) were available online through Learn, as were module guides which included submission deadlines and assessment criteria.  Lecture notes were placed on Learn at the discretion of individual members of staff, either before or after the lecture.  Staff also used interactive facilities to provide online feedback and the department felt that Learn had enhanced virtual contact between students and their tutors.  Minutes of UG and PG staff-student committee meetings were posted on the departmental Learn site, and announcements were made through the Learn forum.  

7.12 Departmental teaching facilities were broadly adequate but there were space limitations on the support of small group work and PIRES lacked a communal environment for students and informal open learning spaces.  The Learning Resource Centre was very heavily used but underfunded.  It not only supported foreign language acquisition but also held a range of audio-visual materials for non language learners.  Audio cassettes and videos were gradually being converted to CDs/DVDs.

7.13 Some students felt that Library resources could be improved, in particular by the provision of more e-books and greater access to J-store for online archives.  

7.14 PIRES was to be complimented on the opportunities it provided to students to study or take a placement in an institution abroad.  As well as year-long placements, assistantships and study periods, leading to the Diploma in International Studies, students on the three-year programmes had the possibility of undertaking a semester abroad in S.2 of Part B.  Students were required to undertake assessed work equivalent to 50 credits, the results of which counted towards their overall programme mark.  The department had a dedicated Learn site and a DVD to provide information and promote the opportunities.  Students were also asked to share their experiences on return to the department.  A key factor in encouraging participation was to minimise students’ perception of risk.  PIRES was exploring further possibilities in the US and the Far East.  It helped to have internationalisation as a prominent strand of the University strategy.  

7.15 The panel noted that PIRES had a student staff ratio of 20.2:1 in 2007/08.  Bought-in teaching was not used extensively, and confined mainly to second year UG teaching.  The department provided good support for the part-time tutors and postgraduates involved.  The department’s workload model had operated on a tariff system, but was in the process of revision partly to address variations in administrative burdens.  Teaching and administration were both factored into the model.  The remaining time was designated for research.  The department tried to timetable at least one day a week for research; most staff in fact received the equivalent of two days.  It was emphasised that the department did not have ‘subject groups’; its ethos and administration were cross-disciplinary.  The panel found evidence of a good team approach, with sharing of expertise amongst colleagues within the department.  Staff were also involved in external networks, supporting their professional development in both teaching and research.  

8.
Management of Quality and Standards
8.1 The panel considered that the department had effective systems in place for the management of quality and standards.  It clearly responded to feedback from external examiners and from students, including the results of the National Student Survey, and followed up recommendations made during the Annual Programme Review process.  The Learning, Teaching and Assessment Committee (LTA) had an appropriate membership and played an effective role in the internal management of learning and teaching within the department, reporting to the Departmental Staff Meeting.  It was noted that the new History Programme Director had been co-opted to the committee.  A Curriculum Development Committee sat alongside the LTA.  Policy changes were also discussed at annual teaching day meetings.  

8.2 The HOD, the Chair of LTA and the Administrators were the main conduits for the communication to the academic staff of the department of developments in University policies and procedures in relation to learning, teaching and assessment.

8.3 The Chair of LTA was also Chair of the UG staff-student committee, though from 2009/10 this role would be assumed by the Department’s Director of Student Welfare.  The department operated with separate UG and PG staff-student committees.  Students were encouraged to make full use of the SSC to provide feedback on learning and teaching matters; issues raised were taken for discussion at staff meetings and the department took care to ‘close the loop’ by reporting back on actions taken.  There was also a feedback button on the departmental Learn site.  Students could also email staff or turn up in office hours to speak to the departmental administrator, the Chair of LTA or Director of UG Programmes.  

8.4 High levels of satisfaction were reflected through the NSS, although PIRES had had some difficulty in persuading students to participate.  The department had given full consideration to its NSS results and responded in areas identified for further improvement, particularly assessment and feedback.

8.5 All modules were subject to student evaluation over a three year period.  The panel felt this approach might be seen as quite light touch in light of curriculum changes, but appreciated the department’s wish to avoid feedback fatigue.  It was the department’s experience that the more feedback was collected, the less useful it had been.  This year, the department was participating in the pilot of online module feedback being led through the Teaching Centre.  Response rates were expected to be lower, but the quality of feedback better, and data available more quickly.  

9.
Examples of good practice and innovative features of the provision

9.1
The panel regarded the following as features of good practice:

· teaching informed and invigorated by research: all staff were expected to offer a final year option and offer research expertise in final year UG supervision;  

· the use of grade descriptors and explicit application of assessment criteria;

· the skills-oriented core seminar module;

· the strong personal tutor system; 

· the ongoing induction process;

· the diagnostic testing of students during Part A induction and its follow-up;

· the work on ascertaining and understanding the causes of non-attendance and its link to first-time failure;

· extensive provision of formative feedback;

· opportunities for students to take a placement or study in a European institution;

· good team working and sharing of expertise amongst staff.

9.2
The panel remarked on the following instances of innovative practice: 

· the fact that PIRES had been a pilot department for new Learn and staff continued to exploit its facilities to the benefit of students;

· the fact that the department was now piloting the online module feedback system;

· the customised textbook designed for the second year ‘Political Analysis’ module.
10. Future plans

10.1 The development of History was a priority at present: four joint honours programmes had been approved: History and Politics, History and International Relations, History and English, History and Geography.  65 places were available.  There were 73 confirmed acceptances at this point.  In addition to the Chair, two academic appointments had been approved: one person was already in post, the other was expected in September 2009.  Library resources were being ordered.  The focus would be on the modern period, to match existing strengths and take advantage of links with other departments.  Experience so far gave great hope of success and being able to run a smooth enterprise.  Against this background, the panel welcomed the intention to consolidate the success of History with the future launch of a single honours programme and a possible Master’s.  

10.2 As already noted, work had begun on the re-design of the Master’s programmes, with paperwork already in hand to support the introduction of an MSc in International Politics.  The panel considered it essential that the department sustained its PGT provision and created a strong PGT identity, but was unable to offer any easy solution.
11.
Conclusions and recommendations
11.1
The panel wished to commend PIRES on providing a strongly supportive learning environment for its students.  This was apparent both from the paperwork and from students’ own comments.  The panel would compliment the department on the cluster of activities being undertaken to help students appreciate the requirements of higher education and its emphasis on self-directed learning and skills acquisition, around student engagement, and on understanding and managing student expectations.

11.2 The department was also to be commended on the way in which it had successfully adapted itself to market conditions over recent years and continued, with the introduction of History, to evolve its provision.

11.3 Its support of the UWLP was praiseworthy and should be valued and sustained.

11.4 The panel identified the following areas for further action by the department:

(i) to reflect on the distinctiveness of the programme ILOs and ensure that information in programme specifications was fully up to date; 

(ii) to consider whether the variety of assessment methods across programmes could be improved, in particular whether presentational skills were sufficiently assessed, and to address student dissatisfaction with arrangements for rewarding group work;

(iii) to continue its statistical investigation of students’ degree results with a view to identifying and addressing causes for the low number of first class degrees awarded;

(iv) to keep a close watch on the number of first time failures, particularly amongst UGs in Part A;

(v) to consider the scope for introducing more interactive teaching methods in the early stages of the UG programmes;

(vi) to ensure that information in the student handbook about study skills support was up to date;

(vii) to draw to the attention of the Library the students’ requests for more more e-books and greater access to J-store;

(viii) to continue work already begun on the re-design of its Master’s programmes and to explore ways of creating and sustaining a strong PGT identity.

11.5 The panel would also recommend that the following issues be brought to the attention of appropriate other bodies within the University:

(i) the need for additional support to be made available at University level for students with a poor standard of written English or basic comprehension;

(ii) the importance of the strategy for the development of the Centre Park incorporating better provision for informal open learning spaces;

(iii) the need to increase funding for the Learning Resource Centre to cover the ongoing renewal of equipment and materials and annual running costs.

RAB020509
ANNEX

PIRES PPR 21 May 2009 

Members of staff of the Department who met with the Review Panel

Professor Mark Webber (Head of Department) 
Dr Ruth Kinna (Chair of Learning, Teaching and Assessment Committee)
Dr Maurice FitzGerald (Director of Undergraduate Programmes)

Dr Rob Dover (Director of PGT Programmes)
Dr Daniel Conway (Core Seminar Coordinator), 

Dr Marcus Collins (Director of Undergraduate History Programmes)
Dr Helen Drake (Director of External Relations)
Dr Martin Farrell (Chair of Student Affairs and Guidance Committee)
Dr Jeremy Leaman (Languages Subject Coordinator)
Prof Moya Lloyd (Chair of Research Committee) , 

Professor Chris Szejnmann (Professor of Modern History) 

Mrs Arlette Williams (University Wide Languages Programme Coordinator)
Ms Martha Wörsching (Erasmus Coordinator and Year Abroad Tutor) 
Mrs Val Boyle (Manager, Learning Resources Centre)

Mrs Frances Seller (Departmental Administrator)

Mrs Dawn Dawson (Departmental Administrator)

Students of the Department who met with the Review Panel

Matt Breeds (International Relations Final Year)
Laura Bryce (Politics with a Minor Subject Second Year)

Bissan Fakih (International Relations Second Year)

Chris George (Politics with a Minor Subject First Year)

Sam Gould (Politics with a Minor Subject Final Year)

Sarah Hamid (International Relations First Year)

Raj Hundal (Politics with a Minor Subject Final Year)

Patrick Knight (European and International Relations Final Year)

Dominick Low (International Relations Second Year)

Laura Phillips (Politics with a Minor Subject Final Year)

Daniel Slade (International Relations Final Year)
Department of Politics, International Relations and European Studies

Outline of actions to be taken in the light of the Periodic Programme Review, May 2009

PIRES is grateful to the panel, especially the external Prof. William Maloney for the feedback on departmental practices, outlined in the report on the PPR.  We feel that the report is generally positive and that the panel have identified a number of strengths in the management and delivery of teaching, learning and assessment which we can build on in the next five year period.

We are especially grateful that the panel will recommend the provision of English language support for native learners to the University and that they support the Department’s request for the development of informal learning spaces and of the Learning Resource Centre.  

The panel report identifies a number of issues requiring action and/or response, referred to below by paragraph:

6.1 the need to update and correct programme specifications;

6.3 the need to review methods of assessment and, in particular, address under-assessment of undergraduate presentational skills and the allocation of marks for group project work using Web-pa;

6.5 the usefulness of the predicted grade system for the part C dissertation;

6.9 the apparent failure to provide adequate information to students about progression;

7.1 the conventional methods of teaching and learning at undergraduate level and the student desire for more seminars;

7.6 the need to update material on study skills in the undergraduate handbook

7.13 the need to improve library provision, through greater use of e-books and access to J-store

Programme specifications

Details about the errors have been passed on to the Departmental Administrator and corrections are now in hand. 

Methods of assessment 

PIRES practice is to encourage module tutors to develop methods of assessment appropriate to the achievement of module aims and objectives.  The Curriculum Development (CDC) and Learning, Teaching and Assessment Committees (LTA) ensure that all students are assessed by a combination of examination and coursework at all levels of the programme and in each semester.  We accept that the essay remains central to assessment and believe that this is appropriate to the achievement of programme aims and objectives.  We also consider that creative use of the essay format in particular modules offers significant variation in assessment, developing student skills in particular ways.  At part B, assignments for Developments in European Government (EUB604) and The Politics of Multiculturalism (EUB617) are two examples of such variation.  Similar variations in assignment exercises exist at part C.  

PIRES colleagues are open to innovation and the Department has encouraged reflection on good practice at teaching days.  In the light of the panel’s concerns, we will consider the issue at the next teaching day, scheduled for January 2010. 

Presentational skills are assessed at each part of the programme so all students are required to deliver three assessed presentations in the course of the programme.  At part C, The European Union and the United States (EUC607) and Gender in Europe (EUC612) also assess presentation skills.  We are happy to take guidance about reasonable expectations of assessment and to discuss the further integration of presentation skills through LTA. 

The panel raised concerns about the group project for Idea of Europe (EUA606).  We are grateful for the clarification in the written report that the panel concerns are with the assessment of the project, not the project itself.  

We would like to point out that the peer-assessed group project forms one part of the assessment for this module: students are awarded a tutor-assessed group mark for an interim report and an individual mark for a class test on this module.  The management of group work on Idea of Europe conforms to the amended University Policy Statement on group working; and Web-pa has been used on this module since its inception (as PASS), in accordance with University recommendations. Information about the group project and the use of Web-pa is explained at the start of the module and full details are available on the learn site.  

The particular concern the panel raised was that students do not uniformly assess and that this creates a poor perception.  It was suggested that penalties for non-assessment be introduced to remedy this problem.

There are variations in the use of Web-pa year on year but it is generally true that large numbers of students do not use the system.  It is not clear why this is the case, since there is a strong incentive to peer-assess; and the penalties that result from not accessing the system and allowing others to assess performance are potentially severe.  This year, about half the cohort accessed the facility.  However, distributions across groups were quite even: in approximately two-thirds of groups access resulted in uniform assessment (ie. either all assessed or none assessed).  Of the remaining third, a significant proportion of non-participants were either free-riders or students with good reason.  

Students are not told who has accessed the system – as the supportive research published on the Web-pa site suggests, confidentiality is one of the system’s key benefits.  Apart from their own access, they can only be certain of non-assessment in cases where none of the group have assessed.  Perceptions of the fairness of the system, whilst important in themselves, may nevertheless be faulty. 

Given the breakdown of the assessment in groups, it is not clear that penalising non-participants will redress the perceived sense of unfairness.  The risk is that the substantial number of uniform non-participants will consider the penalty unfair and unreasonable and that the behaviours of a significant number of the non-uniformly assessed groups will be unaffected.  This year, students were provided with an analysis of use as part of the generic feedback on the course work. 

The panel suggested that students do not perceive the benefits of group work. Our experience suggests that too many students still learn lessons of group work negatively: on completing the module they know what to avoid in subsequent exercises. However, the use of the forum this year also suggests that a significant number of students are positively benefitting from the experience, developing both organisation and management skills and important learning skills. Students are exchanging and commenting on draft work, discussing the identification and evaluation of sources and issues about the structuring of argument.  There is some scope to communicate this information to students on a year on year basis, and this can be done through Learn.  However, it seems optimistic to think that the provision of additional information will lessen the overall frustrations of working in groups. 

We are happy to take further guidance on the possible improvement of the assessment and the management of group work and we would be interested to know whether further comparative analysis of alternative systems of peer assessment (such as that provided on the Web-pa site) might shed any light on the Department’s practical experience.

The predicted grade system for the part C dissertation

The panel suggested that the system did not serve an obvious purpose.  Whilst the system is potentially onerous for the dissertation convenor, our view is that it importantly gives confidence to supervisors (and supervisees), who often work together closely, that attention will be given to work in cases where supervisees appear to have underachieved.  

Information on progression

Students are informed about the regulations on their first day of induction, when the programme information is distributed, and subsequently at an induction lecture.  The same information is provided in the handbook.  We realise that the regulations are difficult to digest, particularly in part A and we are therefore planning to deliver the induction information in small group sessions in preference to the lecture format from 2009/10.  We hope that this will improve student understanding.  

Conventional methods of teaching and learning at undergraduate level 

The panel has noted that the tutors rely heavily on lecture formats for delivery of information and that students have expressed a desire for more seminars.  As the panel also note, the introduction of new Learn has provided tutors with the opportunity to develop new and more innovative delivery techniques, and we continue to encourage the exploitation of Learn facilities.  In addition, tutors are increasingly using lecture slots creatively: using video for example, and encouraging participation. 

Students have responded very positively to the innovations at part C which we have been able to introduce as a result of the class-size capping and the use of two-hour slots.  The innovation of inviting guest speakers – particularly practitioners – to address students has also been warmly received.  Student responses have been fed back to colleagues via the staff-student committee to encourage further development.

Since the PIRES students’ day, we have been in conversation with the students about developing new learning opportunities.  Our impression is that students are most interested in this and consider that the provision of more formal teaching sessions tied to lectures – even assuming the possibility that the Department could organise seminars for large teaching groups – would not address the underlying concerns about the quality of the learning experience.  What seems to be lacking in the Department is a sense of shared endeavour. To this end, we are currently developing staff and student initiatives.  On the staff side, from 2009/10 we will be introducing a film series to establish and/or deepen contacts between members of PIRES in the hope that this might increase confidence and trust and, for example, encourage the better use of office hours and participation in formal classes.  We are also considering the introduction of planned trips, visits and away-days to raise the profile of Politics (broadly defined) and encourage students to reflect on the significance of their studies and improve their awareness of the relationship between their learning and real-world practices, behaviours and institutions. Finally, we are working hard to facilitate contacts between students, particularly at induction but also through book fairs and social events, since feedback suggests that a sense of isolation amongst students negatively affects their contact with tutors.    

On the student side: we will continue to work with the students and support initiatives proposed.  We are fortunate to have a significant number of dynamic and inventive students and we will provide resources to enable them to pursue particular projects and use the contacts they forge in the local community to shape new learning opportunities.

Study skills information in the undergraduate handbook

This is in hand for the 2009/10 edition.

Library provision

Colleagues have been invited to provide the Library Liaison Officer with a list of key texts with a view to investigating the availability of e-books.  Inquiries about J-store have been made, though a decision about provision has not yet been made. 
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