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The overall percentage of respondents in the Department agreeing with each statement in the 2008 and 2009 surveys is given in the tables below, along with the mean scores for each category of statement (on the top line of 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 the higher the score, the greater the degree of student satisfaction. 

	Category/Statement
	08/09

	Degree content
	75/83

	The content of my course matches my expectations
	76/79

	My course enables me to acquire advanced knowledge and understanding of the subject
	83/91

	The learning and teaching methods used in my course are appropriate
	71/77

	The workload for my course is appropriate 
	71/84



	The teaching on my degree
	74/79

	Staff have given a specialist insight into the subject
	83/86

	Staff have made the subject interesting
	59/69

	Staff are enthusiastic about what they are teaching
	76/86

	The course is intellectually stimulating 
	78/76



	Assessment and Feedback
	74/70

	Information about what is required to pass modules and obtain the degree is clear
	87/68

	The criteria used for marking have been clear in advance
	60/73

	Assessment arrangements and marking have been fair
	77/71

	Feedback on my work has been prompt
	60/63

	I have received detailed comments on my work
	81/76

	Feedback on my work has helped me to see how I could improve my work
	75/68



	Academic Support
	85/76

	I have received sufficient advice and support with my studies
	79/78

	I have been able to contact staff when I needed to
	92/88

	Good advice was available from my department when I had questions about my studies
	86/64

	Support and supervision I receive from academic staff helped me to study independently 
	82/75



	Organisation and Management
	75/85

	The timetable works efficiently as far as my studies are concerned
	75/83

	Any changes in the degree or teaching have been communicated effectively
	75/82

	The course is well organised and running smoothly
	75/90



	Learning Resources
	77/81

	The library resources and services are good enough for my needs
	67/68

	I have been able to access general IT resources when I needed to
	86/87

	Printed materials & online documentation on my modules give me the information I need
	81/90

	I have been able to access specialised equipment, facilities or rooms when I needed to
	74/76



	Personal Development
	73/77

	The course enabled me to develop transferable skills (communication, group work, IT skills)
	64/59

	My course will support me in my prospective career, further study or other goals
	80/80

	The course has increased my confidence in my academic work
	75/85

	As a result of the course, I feel more confident in tackling unfamiliar problems
	71/83



	Other
	78/85

	Overall I am satisfied with the quality of my course
	78/85





In general my feeling is that (in the same way as good graduate students set themselves the goal of achieving a Distinction) we should set ourselves verb high standards in our teaching, and aim (over the next few years) to be in a position where we achieve a 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 reflected in a rise in our overall satisfaction score from 78% to 85%. This is the result of a concerted effort on the part of staff to improve student satisfaction (e.g. with the issue being discussed 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, I note that our overall score rose from 75 last year to 83 this, with no individual component score below 77 this year. I am particularly gratified by the score of 91% satisfaction on advanced knowledge – an exceptional score which reflects the fact that our teaching is research-led (and indeed we achieved the highest proportion of world-leading research in Linguistics of any university in England in the most recent Research Assessment Exercise conducted by the Higher Education Funding Council for England).

On teaching, our overall score rose from 74 last year to 79 this, with exceptional scores of 86 achieved this year on specialist insight (reflecting our research-led teaching) and staff enthusiasm. We fell short of the very high standards we set ourselves on subject interest, but this may well reflect the fact that some graduate modules are by their very nature highly technical in nature, and so not intrinsically ‘sexy’!

On assessment and feedback, I am disappointed to note that our overall score fell from 74 last year to 70 this. One component of this was a substantial fall (from 87 to 68) in our score for information about passing modules and obtaining a degree – and this in turn is because the University insisted that rather than paraphrase its Rules of Assessment in plain English in our Handbook (as we had previously done), we should directly quote them in the baroque form in which they are written in order to ensure accuracy – and this rendered them baffling to many students (and staff!). Another area in which we achieved a score below 70 was on promptness of feedback, where we scored 63 this year. 
However, it should be borne in mind that many graduate modules are also taken by final-year undergraduates, and this increases the marking burden on staff: it takes around an hour to correct an average assignment (more for a weak assignment with numerous errors), 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. I note that our score of 68 on feedback helping improve my work was also rather disappointing: perhaps one way of addressing this would be 
to ensure that feedback sheets in future contain a section on ‘How to improve future work’: after all, what most students really want to know is ‘How can I get a Distinction on my next assignment?’ I note that 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: it remains to be seen whether students will feel this gives them higher quality feedback. One final point to note is that there was a substantial increase in our score for the clarity of marking criteria, which rose from 60 to 73: this reflects the inclusion of a new section called Marking scale and marking criteria in our Information and Rules handbook, and the fact that staff were asked to specify their marking criteria in module descriptions. In addition, a brief summary of the marking scale we use was included on all assignment cover sheets. 

In relation to academic support, I am disappointed to see a fall in our overall score from 85 last year to 76 this. The two main components in this were a dramatic fall in the study advice score from 86 to 64, and a less dramatic fall in the support and supervision score from 82 to 75. One interpretation of this finding is that students feel they need more individual attention and support. If so, there are a variety of ways this could be provided. For example, rather than teach for 10 weeks at a time (which students can find intense and exhausting), we could teach for 4 weeks and then have a ‘student support week’ (in which staff had extended office hours, and invited students to make individual appointments to see them), and then teach for another 4 weeks and have another ‘student support week’ after that. An alternative way would be to add an hour of class-based instruction for each module, so that modules would then involve 3 contact hours a week (e.g. two hours of seminar work and one hour of classes): however, in order not to overload either staff or students, this might mean reducing the number of modules which MA students take each term from 4 to 3, and/or reducing the number of modules which staff teach from 3 a term to 2. 

In relation to organisation and management, I am delighted to see a substantial increase in our overall score from 75 in 2008 to 85 in 2009, and to note that we have no individual component score in the 2009 survey below 82. Particularly gratifying is the score of 90 for the course being well organised and running smoothly.  

In relation to learning resources, it is pleasing to see our overall score rising from 77 in 2008 to 81 in 2009. The only 2009 score below 70 in this category is 68 for library resources. In ordering books for the Library, we have to weigh up the need for single copies of the latest research monographs on the one hand (which students need to consult when writing dissertations) against the need for multiple copies of key teaching works (which students need to consult when doing coursework for modules) on the other hand. Unfortunately, some students leave it to the last minute to try and get hold of key works required for module assignments, with the result that they can’t get hold of some works. One solution to this problem is for students to do more careful advance planning of their work, and look for key items weeks in advance of deadline day. Another is for staff to make more materials available online (where copyright regulations allow us to do so) – and the very high score of 90% satisfaction for materials and documentation suggests that staff are already doing this extensively. 

In relation to personal development, I am gratified to note that our overall score has risen from 73 in 2008 to 77 in 2009 – and that 3 of the individual component scores in the 2009 survey are in the range 80-85. The one disappointing score is a lowly 2009 score of 59 for transferable skills – and what makes matters worse is that this is lower than the 2008 score of 64. In order to address this issue, staff (at departmental meetings and in the head of Department’s newsnotes to staff) have been urged to make greater use of student presentations, problem-activities and project work in their teaching and assessment. Moreover, our Skills Co-ordinator (Dr Sonja Eisenbeiss) is developing an expanding programme of skills tutorials for students. In order to raise the visibility (and student awareness) of our skills provision, we have information in the 2009 Departmental MA Handbook (Part 1: page 12) 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 one of her modules 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 from postgraduate taught-course students
In addition to filling in the questionnaire, students were given the opportunity of making free text comments on positive and negative aspects of their experience at Essex. Positive aspects highlighted by individual students included: 

• research-led, up-to-date and excellent teaching
• ‘Staff were perfect’ 
• approachability, helpfulness and friendliness of staff
• respect that teachers show to students
• ethnic diversity of students
• sense of community
• good online resources and overall organisation
• quality of feedback (comments on essays, quick email responses) 

Negative points about departmental life highlighted by individual respondents included:

• older teachers can be reluctant to use new technology in teaching
• buildings on campus are difficult to navigate and have poor facilities
• inadequate supply of some key books in the library
• timetable clashes and changes
• conflicting information from different sources (e.g. module description, handbook, web)
• too many students waiting to see staff during office hours
• delay in receiving feedback on some modules, leading to insecurity about work
• excessive amounts of reading which students are asked to do
• teaching contact hours should be 4 per module rather than 2
• student presentations are often confused and take up valuable teaching time

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. I am pleased to note the many positive comments made about staff, teaching and resources, so here will comment only on negative points.  

On the use of new technology, I would note that new technology per se does not necessarily improve the quality of teaching (e.g. good handouts are more use to students than bad online materials), although all staff have been encouraged to make their teaching materials available online – and the excellent 90% satisfaction score for materials suggests that most are doing so.  

On buildings, I would concede that it is sometimes difficult to find where specific rooms are (e.g. room 5N.7.21), but this is probably inevitable given the number of different buildings on campus: security staff are always on hand to provide helpful advice. On facilities, I note that a real effort has been made over the past year to equip most teaching rooms with first-rate AV facilities.  

On library books, I note that there is always a tension between ordering (say) 20 copies of a key text (which will get heavily used a few weeks a year immediately before the relevant essay deadline and be little used throughout the rest of the year) and ordering 20 different books and so having an up-to-date collection of all the latest research in a given field available to graduate students (which will become a vital resource when they go on to do their dissertations). Staff are told by the library to recommend the purchase of multiple copies of key books if they feel this is appropriate – but they are mindful of the trade-off alluded to above.

On timetable changes, I would note that the timetable is designed to minimise clashes between modules which students in the past have taken together. Unfortunately, past behaviour is an imperfect predictor of future behaviour, and every year students choose new combinations of modules which lead to unanticipated clashes. We attempt to resolve these in the first week of term: but in a very small number of cases, it may simply be impossible to resolve a particular clash – for which I apologise. 

On conflicting information from different sources, I think it is easy to see how this comes about. Each year, we update module descriptions, various different student handbooks, and websites. Although we try and co-ordinate the different information provided in different outlets (e.g. departmental handbooks are proof-read by 3 or more different individuals), the sheer volume of material means that sometimes individual error creep in: for this, I can only apologise. 

On queues to see staff during office hours, I note that some staff have a system in which they involve students to sign up for one or more time-slots on a grid, and I will commend this system to all staff as a way of avoiding unnecessary waste of student time. 

On delayed feedback, I think we should try and understand the nature of the problem. An average member of staff will teach between 40 and 80 students a term, and will receive one or more assignments from each. At the end of a term, a typical member of staff may have 50 assignments to mark, and two or three draft chapters from PhD students to correct, as well as having to undertake administrative duties – and get on with their own research (since staff on research contracts are required to produce research and publish the results of their research in books or academic journals). Assignments take on average an hour or more each to mark (more if they are confused or confusing); chapters of PhD theses generally take at least 10 hours each to correct in detail (sometimes two or three times as long, if the work is particularly problematic); a research article requires dozens of hours of preparatory work. All this means staff may face 100 hours or more of correction to do at a given time – and for staff who teach more (or larger) modules (or have more PhD students) than others, this figure can be double that. The bottom line is: if staff are going to read all assignments carefully and comment on them in detail (as all students would want them to do), this will take a considerable amount of time. Sometimes, it may take even longer than the 4 week goal which the University sets for returning work to students. The only way of speeding up the process is for staff to be less conscientious in marking (or to be less good teachers and attract fewer students!). So, while I realise that this can be disconcerting for students, I hope you will at least understand how it comes about. A look at how exhausted members of staff are at the end of term will tell you how hard they work in trying to meet deadlines. 

On excessive reading, my comment would be as follows. Staff usually produce detailed reading lists, containing half a dozen or more items on each of the topics they cover in their module. They generally don’t expect students to read all the material cited on all the topics: the tacit expectation is that students will read one or two of the articles on each topic covered in the module, but will read more comprehensively on any topic they are going to prepare an assignment on. Often staff provide alternatives, just in case one of the items you want is unavailable at the time you want it. 

On contact hours, I would say the following. Graduate course are essentially aimed at equipping  students with the skills required to think, learn and research independently throughout the rest of their lives.  This means that students have to learn to study autonomously – to read and reflect critically on materials available in the Library or on the Web. Graduate learning is not about turning up to lots of classes, taking copious notes (or recording them on your MP3 player) and regurgitating them in assignments! It is about receiving sufficient formal instruction and a programme of guided self-study which will enable you to develop into a proficient autonomous learner. As things stand at present, staff already complain that some students don’t do the required background reading and preparation: if contact hours were doubled, few students would come to class properly prepared, and intelligence and informed debate between staff and students would grind to a halt. 

On student presentations, I note that the programme specifications for all our graduate courses say that we aim to improve students’ communication skills – both written and oral. The main point of class presentations is to give students the opportunity to perfect their oral presentation skills. In the past, we have tried doing this at student conferences – but since these are voluntary, few students present their work (or even attend). I personally used to make use of student presentations as a form of assessment, but gave up doing so when it became apparent that many students find these extremely stressful (to the point where one student on one occasion collapsed and had to be hospitalised).


