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The overall percentage of respondents in the Department agreeing with each statement in the 2008 and 2009 NSS and § surveys is given in the tables below, along with the mean scores for each category of statement (on the top line in each box). Scores are given in pairs (e.g. 83/86), the one on the left being for the 2008 survey and the one on the right in bold print for the 2009 survey. In general, a higher score indicates a greater degree of student satisfaction. 

	Category/Statement
	SSS
08/09
	NSS
08/09

	Degree content
	83/86
	n/a

	The content of my degree matches my expectations
	88/86
	n/a

	My degree enables me to acquire knowledge and understanding of the subject
	92/94
	n/a

	The learning and teaching methods used in my degree are appropriate
	74/84
	n/a

	The workload for my degree is appropriate 
	78/78
	n/a



	The teaching on my course
	78/79
	82/88

	Staff are good at explaining things
	76/83
	89/92

	Staff have made the subject interesting
	72/68
	73/85

	Staff are enthusiastic about what they are teaching
	82/81
	85/89

	The course is intellectually stimulating 
	82/84
	80/87



	Assessment and Feedback
	73/73
	63/70

	Information about passing modules and obtaining degree classes is clear
	69/74
	n/a

	The criteria used in marking have been clear in advance
	55/72
	59/77

	Assessment arrangements and marking have been fair
	79/79
	68/75

	Feedback on my work has been prompt
	78/60
	58/69

	I have received detailed comments on my work
	84/81
	71/66

	Feedback on my work has helped me to clarify things I did not understand
	74/73
	59/66



	Academic Support
	77/81
	69/73

	I have received sufficient advice and support with my studies
	66/71
	64/70

	I have been able to contact staff when I needed to
	85/95
	88/82

	Good advice was available when I needed to make study choices
	78/78
	55/67

	Support and supervision I receive from staff enable me to study independently
	80/80
	n/a



	Organisation and Management
	81/80
	78/71

	The timetable works efficiently as far as my studies are concerned
	79/76
	80/69

	Any changes in the course or teaching have been communicated effectively
	74/76
	74/67

	The course is well organised and running smoothly
	90/88
	80/79



	Learning Resources
	74/79
	80/81

	The library resources and services are good enough for my needs
	67/78
	79/74

	I have been able to access general IT resources when I needed to
	80/88
	88/90

	Printed module materials and online documentation give me the information I need
	81/82
	n/a

	I have been able to access specialised equipment, facilities or rooms when I needed to
	66/66
	71/79



	Personal Development
	68/64
	73/74

	The course has helped improve my transferable (SSS) / communication (NSS) skills
	62/68
	79/77

	My course will support me in my prospective career/further study/individual goals
	83/80
	n/a

	The course has helped me to present myself with confidence
	69/53
	70/74

	As a result of my course, I feel confident in tackling unfamiliar problems
	58/55
	71/72



	Overall satisfaction
	89/86
	82/90

	Overall I am satisfied with the quality of my course
	89/86
	82/90



In general my feeling is that (in the same way as good students set themselves the goal of achieving a first-class degree) we should set ourselves verb high standards in our teaching, and aim (over the next few years) to reach a point where we score of 80 or above on each individual question, and an overall satisfaction score of 90 or above. When scores fall 10 points or more below these targets, we should reflect carefully on how we can provide a better service to students in future. 

I am pleased to report that on most criteria, we performed better this year than last – this improved performance being typified by a rise in our overall satisfaction score from 82% to 90% on the NSS survey. This reflects a concerted effort on the part of staff to improve student satisfaction (with the issue being debated in staff meetings, in staff-student liaison committees, and in discussions between the Head of Department and individual staff). Below, I look in more detail on how we performed on each class of question. 

In relation to questions on degree content, the Department performed extremely well (and overall better than last year), achieving scores of between 78% and 94% on expectations, knowledge, teaching methods and workloads.  

In relation to teaching, the Department likewise performed extremely well (and again better than last year overall), with 9 of the 10 scores (for explanation, interest, enthusiasm and stimulation) being in the range 79%-92%; the one disappointment here was a score of 68 on the SSS survey for how interesting staff made the subject; since the corresponding figure for the same item was 85% for final-years on the NSS survey, this may reflect the fact that first-year courses are sometimes taken as outside options by students not really interested in them, and that we had a relatively limited choice of LG modules available last year to second years (though the choice has been broadened this year). 

In relation to assessment and feedback, we maintained our overall SSS score of 73 from last year, and improved our overall NSS score from 63 to 70. Particularly noteworthy is the improvement on the score for marking criteria, which rose from 55 to 72 on SSS, and from 59 to 77 on NSS. This may well reflect a decision to include detailed marking criteria in the departmental handbook and a summary of these on assignment cover sheets, and to ask staff to give information about marking criteria in individual module descriptions. Nonetheless, 4 of our 6 scores on feedback were below 70 in relation to promptness, detail, and clarification. On promptness of feedback, it would appear that staff take longer to return work to final years (NSS = 60) than to first or second years (SSS = 69): in the case of LA modules, this may be because final-year work can be substantially longer than other work (e.g. it may involve a project); in the case of LG work, it has to be borne in mind that many final-year modules are also taken by postgraduates, and this increases the marking burden on staff. It takes around an hour to correct an average LG assignment (much more for assignments which are problematic), so LG staff members with 70 assignments to correct have to find the time to do 70 hours of additional work on top of their existing teaching, administrative and research commitments. It may therefore be that the only realistic way of ensuring more prompt feedback in future is for staff to set students more frequent but shorter forms of assessment. On detail, we are experimenting on graduate modules this year with the introduction of dual system of feedback which combines a tick-box chart (showing how well students performed on 6 separate criteria) with a separate section of prose comments: if this is successful, we shall extend it to undergraduate modules next year. On the extent to which feedback helps clarify points not understood by students, I note that the score from final-year students (66%) is lower than for first- and second-year students (73%): this may be because final-year work is generally at a higher level, and so it is more likely that final-year students will come across things they don’t understand: the remedy in such cases is to go and talk to relevant members of staff during their office hours. I note that some staff produce collective feedback sheets for students discussing the strengths and weaknesses of the overall set of student work submitted, and this may be a way forward (though most students will prefer comments relating to their own work rather than other people’s). A common theme in a number of surveys is that students would like feedback to tell them how to improve future work: it may therefore be a good idea to include on assignment cover sheets a section saying ‘Suggestions for improving your future performance’ (and present this positively rather than as negative criticism). 


In relation to academic support, I am pleased to note that our overall score improved both on SSS (from 77 to 81) and on NSS (from 69 to 73) – and the score of 95 on NSS for staff availability is particularly gratifying. This year, there was only one individual score below 70 – namely a score of 67 on study choices for final years, but this in itself was a great improvement over the previous year’s score of 55: we will discuss possible ways of improving the situation at the next staff meeting. However, since students all receive a copy of the Departmental Handbook (which contains extensive details of degree syllabuses, lists of options, module outlines and links to relevant websites), it is not entirely clear what additional information they require – though I note that final-year students sometimes say in questionnaires that they hadn’t realised that they would not be able to take module X in the final year because they had not taken the prerequisite module Y in their second year: if so, then Course Directors meetings with first-year students need to stress that when students choose their second-year options, they should look ahead to modules they might want to take in their final year and their prerequisites.   

In relation to organisation and management, I am disappointed to see that our overall score fell on both SSS (from 81 to 80) and on NSS (from 78 to 71). This fall is essentially attributable to problems arising from the timetable (the score for timetable efficiency falling from 80 last year to 69 this on NSS, for example). Last year, the University experimented with re-setting the whole timetable from scratch (rather than keeping the previous year’s timetable as a starting point and updating it by making the minimum number of changes necessary). This means that the timetable was issued late (to the immense frustration of staff and students alike), and there were more clashes than previously. This was a policy decision taken by the central University administration, and not something which the Department had any control over. 

In relation to learning resources, I am delighted to see that our overall scores have improved both in SSS (from 74 to 79) and in SSS (from 80 to 81). We had only one score below 70 in this category, namely a score of 66 on SSS for access to specialised equipment. However, the Department ordered additional (e.g. digital recording) equipment last year, and this has resulted in more equipment being available to more students.  

In relation to personal development, I note that our overall satisfaction score fell from 68 to 64 on SSS but rose slightly from 73 to 74 on NSS. The main concern is poor SSS scores for confidence (53) and problem-solving skills (55) among first- and second-years. However, I am gratified to see that these scores rise substantially to 74 and 72 respectively for final years in NSS – underlining that personal development is a gradual process. In order to address the issues of student confidence and problem-solving abilities, I will encourage staff to consider making greater use of student presentations, problem-activities and project work in their teaching and assessment. In addition, I have appointed a departmental Skills Co-ordinator (Sonja Eisenbeiss), and she is organising a skills programme for students, in conjunction with other colleagues. We are also planning to develop new skills-oriented degree programs (e.g. BA Modern Languages and Professional Skills), and new skills modules – and we will be offering a Careers Development module as an integral part of some of our degree courses as of next year. In order to raise the visibility (and student awareness) of our skills provision, we have included a page in the 2009 Departmental Handbook (page 15) clarifying what kind of skills are developed by different types of teaching activities; staff will also be asked to include skills information in their module outlines in future. For example, in the outline for LG209 this year, Sonja Eisenbeiss has included details of the precise study and transferable skills which students acquire each week – see below: 

Week 2: Reading annotated transcripts, planning a project
Week 3: Literature and data search
Week 4: Writing a literature review 
Week 5: Analysing and organising data 
Week 6: Creating tables and graphs
Week 7: Discussing and interpreting results
Week 8: Creating a poster in Powerpoint
Week 10: Writing a research report 

Free text comments 
In addition to providing quantitative data, the NSS and SSS surveys gave students the opportunity of making qualitative comments on positive and negative aspects of their University experience on. Positive aspects highlighted by individual students included: 

• interesting courses
• high quality of teaching
• stimulating assignment titles
• cosmopolitan community
• availability of online course materials
• ability to submit coursework online 
• friendliness and helpfulness of departmental staff
• fantastic clubs, societies and social life
• extensive facilities on campus

Negative aspects of their academic life commented on by individual students included

• timetable clashes and changes
• time taken to hand back corrected assignments (several respondents)
• lack of clarity in marking system
• student demos disrupting student life
• two-hour classes taught without a break
• severity of zero marks penalty for late coursework
• dull teaching on some modules
• inability of some teachers to engage students in classes
• apathy of classmates towards academic subjects
• reading weeks waste students’ time and money
• lack of classes for second and final-year students on most LG modules (several)
• insufficient contact hours to merit paying £3,000 a year (several students)
• lack of group work in class
• lack of a personal tutor 
• insufficient guidance from teachers on tackling assignments
• absence of careers advice 

In considering free text comments, it should be borne in mind that they are the expression of individual views and so may not be representative of the wider student community (though I have indicated above where similar remarks have been made by several students). I will not comment on positive aspects highlighted, other than to say that these are a reward for the hard work that staff put in. As for negative aspects, I will not comment further on issues already commented on above (e.g. the timetable, or marking criteria, promptness of feedback), nor on matters outside my control (e.g. student demonstrations). 

On two-hour classes taught without a break, I note that it is University policy that there should be a 10-minute break between hourly teaching events, and this policy should be observed by all staff unless the teacher and students in a class agree on a different system (e.g. starting 10 minutes late and doing without a 10-minute break in between the two halves of a 2-hour session). I also note that research has shown that students are generally unable to concentrate for more than 20 minutes at one go, so more rather than less breaks seems a better way to go. 

On marks penalties, I note that the introduction of these has substantially increased timely submission of coursework, to the point where there is now very little coursework which is late. The old system under which individual students were granted extensions by teachers led to allegations of inequality (e.g. ‘soft’ teachers granted extensions, but ‘hard’ teachers didn’t) and favouritism (favoured students got extensions, but others didn’t), and meant that some students were often given several weeks more than others to write an assignment, and so had an unfair advantage. The current system gives students two different mechanisms for having late work condoned (via the extenuating lateness and extenuating circumstances routes), and all pleas about late submission are dealt with anonymously by a committee of staff (chaired by the Head of Department in every case), so all students are dealt with equally. I have to say that only a minuscule number of students end up having marks penalties imposed on them under the new system. 

On dull teaching, student engagement and student apathy, I would note that it is unrealistic for staff to expect all students to be highly motivated, in the same way as it is unrealistic for students to expect all staff to be charismatic and to be able to engage even the most apathetic student in class activities. Different human beings have different interpersonal skills, and we all have to recognise this. So, a bit of tolerance on both sides wouldn’t go amiss!

On reading weeks being a waste of time and money, I would say that most students find it hard to sustain the rhythm and pace of the 10 weeks of intensive teaching which they receive in a term. This is for a variety of reasons – e.g. illness caused by coughs and colds spreading round the Uni, personal problems, the pressure of preparing for class tests, class presentations, and coursework assignments, and so forth. For this reason, many students welcome a break in mid-term, to give them a chance to do catch-up reading, and to have a bit of ‘free’ time during which they can plan and start writing their assignments. Some staff don’t teach in the final week of term, because attendance is often poor; instead, some have increased office hours (or offer individual tutorials) during the last week of term, and it is clear from questionnaires that students find this helpful. Personally, I’d be happy to see a system in which we divide terms into two halves, so that we teach for 4 weeks then have a study/reading/writing/tutorial week, then teach for another 4 weeks and after that have another study/reading/writing/tutorial week. After all, if 8 weeks of teaching per term is enough for students at Oxford and Cambridge, why not at Essex as well?!

On classes for second- and final-year LG modules, I would say the following. Where there are a large number of students on a module (say 30), staff sometimes organise their teaching into a one-hour lecture (attended by 30 students) and two separate one-hour classes (with 15 students in each), in order to ensure that all students get the chance to say and ask what they want to. However, for modules which have only 15 or so students on them, numbers are small enough to provide ample opportunity for staff-student interaction without running separate classes. I think it could also be argued that classes are more appropriate for second-year modules than for final-year modules. For example, first-year classes are typically organised in such a way that a Graduate Teaching Assistant ‘spoonfeeds’ students with handouts which are designed to help them digest the material covered in lectures, without the need for students to go off and do lots of independent reading. However, a University is about developing in graduates the ability to learn autonomously and independently, so that by the time students reach their final year, they should be able to find the answers to many of their own questions in the Library or on the Web, so ‘spoonfeeding’ classes are arguably inappropriate at that level. However, the second year is a transitional year, so it may be that classes would continue to serve a useful function at that level, at least for modules with large numbers of students on them. 

In relation group work in class, I note that this is an issue which (like student presentations) polarises opinion. Some staff and students see it is a good way of engaging students in class activities; others see it as ‘wasting good teaching time’, since students end up expecting to learn via group discussion in class rather than by individual preparation at home. 

The issue of contact hours is a difficult one. One of the major differences between College and University is that universities are about developing independent thinking and learning on the part of students, and this is not fostered by providing them with lots of ‘spoon-feeding’ classes each week and asking them to simply memorise the material and regurgitate it in exams. Teachers complain that even with the contact hours currently provided (typically 2 per week on an LG module and 3 or 4 per week on an LA module), quite a few students don’t do all (or even any) of the preparation, and come to class completely unprepared and unable to contribute to class discussion. Given this scenario, doubling the contact hours and asking students to prepare twice as much material each week is simply not feasible. And to double contact hours in order that staff can simply go through it line by line in class so that students don’t have to bother preparing it at home means that universities lose their core function of developing the power of independent learning and thinking.  
Doubling the contact hours would also mean halving the variety of options available to students, since most staff are already working more than 50 hours a week, and simply cannot do more. 

On the issue of whether students should have personal tutors, I note that Course Directors currently fulfil a similar role, and are asked (e.g.) to invite all first-year students to come and see them individually or in small groups three times a year. Many students simply don’t turn up to these meetings, however – nor do they seem to contact advisors or student mentors when in trouble. The University is revisiting this issue, and may well set up a system of personal tutors in the near future. 

On the need for more assignment guidance, I note that some staff put ‘model assignments’ on their websites, and these are intended to give students an idea of what a ‘good assignment’ looks like. Moreover, all staff are available in their office hours to give face-to-face advice on any matters students wish to raise (including how to tackle assignments) – and students can (and frequently do) email staff with queries about tackling assignments. Nonetheless, I will ask staff to consider whether they could include advice on how to tackle the specific assignments they set, e.g. in their course descriptions. 

In relation to careers advice, I note that the Department urges students to consult the Careers Centre on campus in its handbook, and in talks at the beginning of the Autumn and Summer terms. Nevertheless, the Careers Centre tell us that not enough students come and see them early enough about career opportunities.  To increase student awareness of the need to plan for a future career, we shall be offering the possibility of taking a second-year Career Development module as an integral part of some of our undergraduate courses as of next year. 


































