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Appendix A

Staff were sent the following e-mail:

You have this year been involved in the delivery of 15-credit modules to our undergraduate students timetabled for two hours per week over the whole year. I would be grateful if you could let me have your impressions on the way in which these modules have gone.

Their responses are listed below with clarifying comments.

Dr James Flint (ELB002 Communications B):

Generally better.  The only people who have lost out are the lazy ones. This whole year delivery allows those people to go the whole year without being found out, or really flagging the problem.  We tried to avoid this with Comms B using the interim test.  I still think this has worked for the vast majority with students having more time to make cross module links.  In Comms this has been particularly noticeable.  Another plus is that coursework scheduling seems much easier this year.  The lack of a gap in the middle means that there are more weeks for students to plan their work, and it is much easier for us to set long deadlines.
Comment:
All modules delivered over the whole year have a requirement that at least 20% of the assessment is completed before the end of semester 1. In future the results of this assessment would be used in the monitoring of participation.

Dr Simon Watson (ELB003 Renewable Energy Sources B):

My experience of the 15 credit module has been positive, but this has mainly been down to the fact that there have been mainly Part C students and they are very willing to interact in the lectures (which the Part B's are less willing to do). Having the course over two semesters does mean that there is more time for the material to 'soak in', but I guess the proof of the pudding will be how the exams are received. Matt and I opted for two extra questions on the Part C exam paper where we are looking for more depth of understanding so we will see...

Comment:
Matt is Dr Matt Boreland, who shares the teaching of ELB003.

Prof Roger Goodall (ELB004 Control System Design B):

My impression is that the Control System Design module has gone very well, but of course we need to wait for the end of year results. In fact CSD has (as a 10 credit module) been running through two semesters in previous years, but the change to 15 credits have given the ability to add extra detail and to be more leisurely over areas where the students have traditionally struggled. Overall I feel that the 15 credit pattern with 2 lectures per week is a "more natural" size, certainly for Control where getting a sufficient grounding in the basic principle is important for EEE students.

Dr Roger Dixon (ELB004 Control System Design B):

The ELB004 module seems to have worked really well this year. The extra credits (and time) have allowed us to include some case studies and lab based design experiments. In my opinion, these have significantly improved the link between the theory and the real-world application of modelling and control design.

Comment:
ELB004 had been run over both semesters in previous years, timetabled as one hour per week in the first semester and two hours per week in the second. It had been paired in the timetables with Signals and Systems B, a module that has now been deleted.

Dr Christos Grecos (ELB014 Software Engineering B):

My impression is that they [15-credit modules] have gone OK in terms of what they deliver, with obviously room for improvement. Three comments from me in terms of their effect on other modules:

Firstly, that they seem to affect adversely year long project based modules, such as the one that James Flint is delivering for part B. The reason is obviously that students go according to credit numbers in terms of second year modules (maybe not enough credits for this project) and its easier to hide in a group project. Myself, Michael Kong and Simon Pomeroy had students who in fact admitted openly that the part B project was in fact their last priority! My impression is and I also think its Michael's and Simon's that the students have to demonstrate their project pretty close to exam time and as usual they leave things to the last minute. Some of them have significant pieces of coursework to hand in (as in Simon's Pomeroy's part in my module)+revise for exams in other modules they take (2nd term and 15 credits for both terms).This may account for their low priority for this module since the percentage of credits they get from this module is small in comparison to the rest of their modules. Maybe an increase in credit weighting of this module can solve the problem of their low priorities.

Secondly, if I am right on the first comment and we have 15 credit modules in the final year, they can affect adversely on the final year projects too. A remedy to this may be to increase the weight of the specialist examiners contribution. I definitely agree that there are generous time allocations for project work in full year project based modules. However, assuming that students leave things for the last minute and given that the assessment of initial stages of a project are just a report with relatively low weighting in the final grade, makes them running to cover up for project deficiencies close to term 2 exams. A greater percentage of the grade from specialised examiners may convince them that they better be serious about project work for the whole year rather than last minute. Another alternative is of course re-weighting of the grading over two terms. In project modules with significant credit weighting, you will not see that they become low priorities for the students, however the chances of seeing something passable (as opposed to good) increase in my opinion if assessments/demos are close to exam times.

Thirdly, I think that 15 credit modules are a good idea mostly when there is a continuation on a subject area (say electronics A and electronics B). Any attempt to actually dilute a 1 term module to 2 terms may not be that productive. I definitely agree regarding the value of 15 credit modules both for students and staff. This works well if there is a continuity in the subject area (for example in my second year soft eng. module, design and implementation are a natural continuation of each other and there is enough material for 2 terms). If we tried to have a 2 term design module and a 2 term implementation module, there would be a case of diluting material since I do not believe that design or implementation by themselves comprise a good 15 credit module. In my opinion, the internal examiner is the only one that can tell you if it is really a 1 or 2 term module. From my observations, modules with advanced concepts (such as part D) or well planned introductory modules are ideal candidates for 15 credits, while for the rest of the modules it really depends.

Comment:
Dr Grecos’ well considered comments indicate that students are under stress toward exam time and he suggests that it may be worse with all-year teaching. Students always were under stress towards exam time and are commonly required to complete project assessments in Week 12 of semester 2, i.e. very close to the start of exams. The possibility, made available as a direct result of all-year teaching, of moving the assessment away from exam time must be seriously considered. There is no evidence that modules have been “diluted”; the increase in core material and reduction in make weight material has effectively produced a concentration. Dr Grecos also expresses concerns about the dilution of modules. This is unlikely to occur. Modules that cover the subject matter so completely that there is nothing more that can be added are rare if not unknown in undergraduate programmes.

Dr David Mulvaney (ELB019 Computer Architecture B):

First possibility. Year-long modules compared with semester-long ones. In year-long modules, the coursework can be much better integrated with the teaching material. Semester-long modules squeeze coursework into just a few weeks. This happens as a number of weeks are needed to get enough material across to make it worthwhile students starting coursework and they then only have 3 or 4 weeks to complete this before the week 11 hand-in. Teaching over the year means we can still do a first piece of coursework in semester 1, but then set a fairly substantial piece of coursework near the start of semester 2 for completion over a good number of weeks. I didn't really realize I can do this until part way through this year, but I'll seriously consider increasing the coursework element when I redo the spec for next year.

Second possibility. 15-credit modules as opposed to 10-credit ones. You can teach 50% more material.

Mr Rob Seager (ELB039 High Frequency Communications B):

I am a convert (revert?).  I do think they go well.  Not being able to teach part C in the 1st semester exam period is a slight glitch, but I think we have done the right thing.

Comment:
Some of the Part B modules delivered in 2004/2005 were taken optionally by Part C students (mostly from Systems Engineering). Because Part C students were taking first semester examinations it was necessary to modify the teaching in weeks 12 to 15. In future this would not be done.

Mr Gordon Kettleborough (ELB046 Electrical Power B):

Brilliant!

Comment:
What more can be said?

Dr David Pidcock (Mathematical Sciences – MAA303 Mathematics A):

As far as I can tell from the student response to questionnaires, they appear to be mainly positive about the course.  The timing has gone well and I am now in a position to use the remaining three weeks to review key aspects of the core content.

I believe you have attendance figures, of the order of 71% in Semester 1 and 53% in Semester 2, and also the coursework marks from Semester 1, which indicate around 8 of 128 registered students are not attempting coursework tests.

Regarding tutorials, I would suggest that perhaps once every 3 or 4 weeks a single slot is timetabled with the lecturer for the purpose of giving extra help/examples to students struggling with recent work.  I am not sure if the regular provision within the MEC has been used effectively.  Though from the feedback forms 8 students commented on how useful the centre had been for them.

From my experience, in mab303, tutorial provision it is not well used – I seldom have more than 20 turn up- and consequently fewer (opt in) tutorials, but with the lecturer, might be useful.

Since this is my first year teaching this particular course I do not feel able to make comparisons with earlier years.

Comment:
Dr Pidcock took over the teaching of MAA303 this year when it was already weighted at 15-credits, however, it seems that there have been no problems that can be attributed to the modules weight. The levels of attendance in the Mathematics Learning Support Centre are virtually the same as last year.

Prof Vadim Silberschmidt (Wolfson School – MMB140 Engineering Mechanics):

My opinion is that this transformation benefited our module MMB140. The module consists of two parts: (i) Statics and Mechanics of Materials and (b) Dynamics that are delivered by two lecturers (one for each part). The shift allowed us to dedicate one semester to each part (including respective tutorials and parts of the coursework). The increased number of contact hours was mainly used to increase analysis of worked problems that students can have in their homework, coursework and exams.

More time is now available for students to prepare to tutorials. There were more requests for individual consultations. As a result, students demonstrated strong performance (Ave 66.8%) in the 1st part of their coursework that is now more challenging than in the previous year.

I still have some concerns about exams due to the increased time interval between the end of the 1st part and the exam - but they could be answered only in June.

Comment:
The possible problems with examinations is recognised and several possible techniques for ameliorating the problem are under consideration.

Appendix B

Mrs Julie Marouf, the Department Administrator, who has overall responsibility for the production of timetables and room bookings, was sent the following e-mail:

You are well aware that we have this year been running modules weighted at 15-credits and timetabled for two hours per week over the whole year. I would be grateful if you could let me have your impressions on the way in which the modules have worked in operation from your point of view.

Her response was:

The 15 credit weighted modules have entailed a lot of work on my part to implement, especially in timetabling, but in my opinion has been a worthwhile exercise.  The effects I have observed are:

Timetabling in the future will be easier, using predominantly the same timetable in Semester 2 as in Semester 1 where room bookings and operational issues allow, there are also less timetable 'clashes' of optional modules.

The increased volume in exam paper production in Semester 2 has caused no problems, and the experience this year of late papers etc has been no worse than in previous papers, and may even be slightly better.  There is the potential for more timely exam paper production in future years as the certainty over how much of the curriculum can be covered etc is increased.

In the past, when academic staff have been unexpectedly ill for long periods this has had a profound effect on student anxiety over assessment, curriculum coverage etc.  Where there have been such staff illnesses this year, this anxiety has not been apparent.

The number of students who, at the beginning of the academic year, were registered for more than/ less than 120 credits was significantly reduced this year.  This may, in part, be due to the reduced number of options available in Part B this year but signifies that the availability of 15 credit modules does not cause problems within the student body of being able to put together a 120 credit weight Part.  This is further reinforced by the evidence of Part D students over the past few years, who have had available to them PGT modules, weighted 15, as optional choice.  These they have successfully combined with 10, 20 and 40 credit weighted modules with little coaching other than the advice given to them in the module option choice pack.

The introduction of 15 credit weighted modules has had no significant detrimental  effect on administrative support staff workload re coursework hand-in, exam production etc.  On the contrary, some tasks have been made more effective and efficient, for example the taking of student feedback which has moved significantly to Semester 2 and can now be spread over two weeks.  As feedback is taken much later in the module, the feedback is less likely to be skewed as the student experience becomes more long term.

The lack of Semester 1 exams has raised one issue, in their acting as a flag for non-participating students.  However this can be overcome in future with more close monitoring of coursework hand-in logs and reinforcing the use of Personal Tutors in assessment, especially in Part A.  The reduction in S1 exam production will free up support staff time to facilitate this.

Appendix C

All Part B undergraduate students were sent the following e-mail:

You will all no doubt be aware that we are in process of restructuring the academic year. We are now at the last stage of this process and I need to formally get your opinion on what we have done so far.

You have now nearly completed a year that has a lot of its teaching over the whole year instead of in semesters, the structure including modules that are weighted at 15-credits and timetabled for 2 hours per week. Some of you will have done the whole year this way and some of you may have experience of the previous structure where most modules were delivered entirely in a single semester.

Could you answer the simple question;

Would you prefer to be taught in;

(a) modules that are complete in one semester (commonly 5 taught modules per semester)

or

(b) modules that run over the whole year (commonly 6 taught modules in the year)

If you would like to expand on this I would be interested to see any comments on how the year has gone from your point of view.

Some students simply replied with a letter – (a) or (b) – or a single sentence indicating their preferred option, some were more verbose. Their additional comments are listed below anonymously with clarifying comments where appropriate.

Student 1

I would prefer to be taught the modules over the entire year.

However during the January exam period this year we had pretty much nothing to do, and as much as I like my free time, it felt like time was being wasted.  Systems Engineers only had Electrical Power lectures to attend as the other modules did not lecture over this time.

Comment:
Some of the Part B modules delivered in 2004/2005 were taken by Part C students (mostly from Systems Engineering). Because Part C students were taking first semester examinations it was necessary to modify the teaching in weeks 12 to 15. In future this would not be done. Part B students were instructed to concentrate on completing coursework and their project work; no one had “nothing to do”.

Student 2

I definitely think the structure this year is better, where the modules span over 1 year.

Student 3

I enjoy the current structure, so I will go with (b). I like the idea of the 15 credit modules (thus avoiding the exams at Christmas and allowing for extra lecturing weeks) but I would like some more flexibility with module choice. As a computer systems engineer I would like a few modules pulled in from Computer Science like the C++/Computer Graphics and Java.

Thanks for listening

Student 4

In some cases especially 100% coursework they should be taught over the whole year. However some modules which run over the whole year and are in exam format, means there is a hell of a lot to remember, especially the maths modules.

So what I'm saying is that both have their merits. However if with yearly taught modules it means less exams overall I’d prefer that.

Student 5

In response to your email concerning the academic year, I have a split preference and would need to know more on the lay out of the year. Would having exams in the winter mean less exams in the summer? Also, the modules studied in semester one, will they continue through the whole year having a final exam in the summer as well as having one in the winter? Furthermore, if the year got split into two parts where exams were taken in the winter, would the modules in semester one be different to the modules in semester two, where there was no continuation?

I personally would prefer to have exams in the winter if this meant less exams in the summer. Also you would be examined on topics which are fresh in your head. However, if there were to be the same exam load in the summer, I would obviously object to winter exams.

Student 6

I would be in favour of option (b) with modules run over the whole year. It eliminates the pressure of January exams.

Student 7

I would prefer:

(b) modules that run over the whole year (commonly 6 taught modules in the year)

Having spoken to students in later years in the department who have worked under the per-semester module system, it would seem that the mid-year exams in January are an unwelcome interruption to the middle of the year and that mid-year exams make it more difficult to complete project work in a logical, continuous way.

My personal experience is that it is a lot easier to absorb information and develop in-depth understanding of the different subjects when modules run over the course of an entire year. Single semester modules don't seem to leave enough room for students to gradually build knowledge of a subject.

Student 8

I believe that in general I prefer to be taught the 15 credit modules over the whole year. So, I would vote for (b).

However, in one case - Engineering Mechanics, where we were taught mechanics in 1st semester and then Dynamics in the second. I would have preferred to have done the mechanics exam in January rather than summer.  I feel this because unlike my other modules these two topics don't closely inter-relate with each other. So, getting mechanics out of the way in January would have been an advantage (and less stuff to revise now!)

Also, I would like to point out that my course (Elec and Elec) has 6 exams.  I feel I do not have sufficient time to revise for them all as I have 3 or 4 courseworks and a project to do beforehand.  It would have been better if all the modules followed Electrical Power's example and got the coursework done and dusted by the end of April.  This would have left more time for solely revision - and hence ease the whole stressful period.

Student 9

I would prefer to be taught in modules that are spread over the whole year; although they are trickier to revise for as you are forced to recall information from the first semester this probably means you remember the material better after the exam, perhaps gaining a fuller knowledge of the subject rather than just revising to pass the exam and then forget about it.

Student 10

I prefer modules to run throughout the whole year as I feel this allows time to cover the subjects in greater depth, I find this much better than having the possibility of many subjects but only skimming the surface of each one.

Student 11

I very much like the idea of 15 credit modules. I also like the idea of being taught through the year and having no exams at Christmas time but for it to happen I think Labs should be done in the time when everybody else has exams and most coursework needs to be out the way by Easter. At the moment most of the people in the year haven't even had a chance to revise yet. But yeah 15 credit modules are the way to go.

Student 12

Many seem adverse to modules that are taught in semester blocks. I think that this could be due to exams in the new year period. Personally I like logging on to my modules in the second semester and seeing solid marks already there from semester 1. Although during the summer time we (systems engineers) do not have many more exams than any other programme, there is a lot more material to revise.

However, I understand that means the writing of more exam papers and that if you fall behind the schedule in a single semester, it is very hard to make up for it.

Student 13

I like the system in which modules are taught over the whole year.  Although I think that it would be helpful to have more assessment over the whole year in these modules as it is hard to know how you are coping with them until you have some form of exam/assessment- perhaps like the end of section tests we do in maths?

I also liked the way elec modules like electrical power carried on through out the exam period after Easter leaving more time at the end of the year for revision!

Student 14

My opinion is for option (b) modules that run over the whole year.

The main reason is because I feel that it is quite easy to learn the module over a semester, take the exam, then forget it completely. If a module is run over the year it has time to sink in and there is more time outside of lectures to do tutorials. If there is only going to be two hours of lectures a week however it might not be wise to schedule one at 9am on a Friday morning.

Student 15

I personally prefer option B as apposed to A. This option allows more time for coursework and revision.

Student 16

Short answer b, taught over the year. Long answer below.

Personally, as you know I don't examine well, so the idea of modules being taught over the whole year appeals to me. However, the thought of being examined on what was taught in the first semester at the end of the second does not. I think, working through weeks 12-15 of semester one, and creating a longer revision time at the end of semester two, prior to the exams is a good way to do it. This gives the opportunity for the things taught early in the year to be brought back into memory.

Another concern is the amount of coursework, and the timing of the deadlines. With twice as much material to revise, coursework deadlines past week 8 of semester 2 make things hard.

Furthermore, some modules may not combine to make a single module well. Would it be a viable alternative to keep them split, but with 7.5 credits each, assessed purely on coursework in the first semester, and part coursework part exam in the second? I can't think of any modules this would apply to.

Student 17

I prefer having modules that run over the course of the whole year, but I would also prefer it if the assessment was split, possibly a small assessed test at the end of the first Semester that contributes say 25% of the module so that there is not so much riding on the exams at the end of the year.  It would also be good if all coursework was finished by the end of the second term so that more of my personal study time could be devoted to revision.

Student 18

I personally prefer the modules to run over the two years. I am on the Systems Engineering program and I am finding it really hard to keep up with Aerodynamics because of the fast pace it has to be taught at.

The disadvantage of this system, is the increasing chance of everyone forgetting what work they did in October or November when it comes to June. Perhaps having January exams is not a bad idea. The pressure will be taken off the students towards the end of the year because the workload is less. There is a better understanding of the subject too. For example the Mechanics module this year could have easily had an exam in January, but now we have to recap on all that work after three months of break.

So,  personally, I would like double semester modules with exams in January.

Student 19

I like having the module spread over the whole year although by not having exams at Christmas it is hard to gauge how well you are doing overall in the subject. By only having 1 final exam there is no chance check your own progress and maybe do something about it if need be before the final exams. It also means that there is a lot of highly weighted exams within the space of about 2weeks at the end semester two which can get quit stressfully and frustrating.

Student 20

I feel that having modules taught over the whole year provides a more thorough explanation of new concepts and allows us to understand the ideas being put across more easily. Also, the fewer exams, the better! So, I vote (b).

Thanks for giving us the chance to make our voices heard!

Student 21

In answer to your important question, I would DEFINATELY prefer the option B). This is because the exams are broken up through the year and you're not required to remember a whole years work for the end of the year exams. Even if the modules were to run through the 2 semesters could we not have half the content examined in January and the other in the summer??! The amount of exams isn't the problem its the amount to remember from so long ago!

Comment:
It appears that this student actually means option (a).

Student 22

b) I find it easier if the modules spread over the whole year. Gives us more time to think about what we've been taught and to hopefully come to some sort of understanding of it. Also as I keep finding, things you learn in one module relate to what you learn in another and its these little bridges between modules that I think give you a better understanding of the subject.

Student 23

I found the structure of this year to be very helpful, allowing adequate time distribution to each of my subjects.  The only thing I would like to suggest is to put the Aerodynamics module in the first semester as a lot of the year including myself find this a difficult module and as such would like more time to get to grips with it.

Student 24

Two points:

1) I think the whole year modules are a good idea (they give you more time to do the required work) and to catch up on anything you dont understand (also enabling a better understanding of how something works, rather than just learning to pass an exam).

2) I think having 15 credit modules and only being able to fail 20 credits is perhaps a little bit harsh ( because before you could fail two of the smaller modules - if you mess them up-) NOW the modules may as well be worth 20 because you can only fail one anyhow.

Student 25

In response to your email regarding the restructuring of the academic year, I thought that you would appreciate some feedback from me since I have experience of being taught under both systems.

I am very much of the opinion that being taught modules across the whole year is a more advantageous way of learning. The simple fact that there is a greater amount of time to take in the information we are being taught has, I feel, left me with a far better understanding of all of the subjects which I am learning.

I have found more time to complete tutorials and re-read lecture notes before the lecturer moves on to different topics within the module. I have felt less pressured as coursework deadlines have approached and far better able to organise my time. This is in stark contrast to last year where, I was struggling to bring together coursework for several modules, all by the end of the semester as well as attempting to revise the entirety of the subject matter in preparation for an exam.

The slower pace of the year long modules has allowed me to take my time and balance work between the classes far more effectively than I would have otherwise been able to do. It has been a great help academically and I know more about the subjects I am studying, rather than simply learning "how to pass an exam" because I have insufficient time to learn the material thoroughly.

Student 30

I choose (A).

Please try to have 5 examinations, instead of 6. In my point of view, I think the only good thing of having a (B) system is should a student fail a module(s), it would be better for him to leave university mid-year instead of end of academic year as it will save him from spending more money. This is especially so for international students who are paying full tuition fees. But, in the end, I still choose (A), as I want to enjoy Christmas.

Appendix D

A final year (Part C) student of on the Engineering Physics undergraduate programme undertook two 15-credit modules as options. He was sent the following e-mail:

You have this year been taking two modules from Electronic and Electrical Engineering; ELB003 Renewable Energy Sources B and ELB004 Control System Design B. As you know these modules are weighted at 15-credits and timetabled for two hours per week over the whole year. I am currently reviewing the year and would be very grateful if you could answer a few questions for me.

a) How did you find the modules that you chose?

b) Did you seek any advice in your department about your choice?

c) Have you been able to integrate them into your timetable easily?

Finally, could you let me have your impressions on the way the modules have gone.

His response was:

>a) How did you find the modules that you chose?

Browsing through the module list on the learn server.

> b) Did you seek any advice in your department about your choice?

I had to see my personal tutor about my choices but that was more of a formality.

> c) Have you been able to integrate them into your timetable easily?

Last semester was fine.  This semester there has been 1 clash a week.  I don't think it has been a problem, I have picked up all the notes anyway, I'll find out properly when I sit the exam.
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