QUBE Group Discussions with Academic Staff Oxford Brookes 30/9/05

First Discussion

Professional Development Programmes Director  Tony Gibbs

Assistant Dean (Postgraduate Studies)  Alan Blackburn  

Both are concerned with post graduate courses so postgraduate students were the focus of the discussion.

QuBE consortium member (Oxford Brookes) Alice Szwelnik

Interviewers: Mike Hart, David Rush

Introduction by DR re QuBE and the model we are using in terms of formal levels and informal approaches.

MH start at module level

TG/AB All modules get evaluated with the exception of the dissertation.  This doesn’t get formally evaluated at end of module (because students have left when they have finished it).  But there is an informal evaluation of how students find the dissertation and students build up rapport with Programme Director throughout year and give him feedback on their dissertation.  Get formal feedback on Research Methods part of dissertation module. 

MH Students get quality fatigue as they give feedback to all their modules?

TG/AB For module evaluation can get 100% response rate if you do it in last week of programme but students haven’t had their assessment and they don’t know how they have done.  So that’s not a valid time to do it, but if done afterwards response rate goes down to 15% if lucky.  Don’t believe can ask someone to evaluate something without knowing how they’ve done on it.  

MH His experience from De Montfort was  that timing of the feedback had a dramatic impact on the results.

DR Range of students?

TG/AB Have MBA F/T, MBA Executive(Weekends), full range of F/T MScs, full range of P/T programmes – MAs, DMSs etc.  And do module evaluations for all programmes.  

TG/AB Can use  different forms at PG level.  PG form tends to ask less questions; more open space for comments.

MH Have discussed this with AS.  More tick boxy the form less you get quality data but more open-ended the questions the richer the data but a larger volume to analyse.  

DR Are modules covering more than one course?  

TG/AB Could be but not on MBA.

DR Form given out – centrally determined?

TG/AB 10 questions up front are centrally determined; after that the module leaders put on more specific questions that they want to ask, according to their interests.  These are often open-ended ( 3 best things, 3 worst things, what would you change for next year).  

DR Who analyses results?

TG/AB Module leader does analysis.   DR Even though questions centrally determined? TG/AB Yes. Raw data goes to course committee and pertinent comments summarised and also go to course committee.  Have debated whether to centralise analysis because module leader may introduce own slant. Sometimes administrators do this.  Discussed at course committee – student reps at those committees.

TG/AB Tutor fills in module evaluation report form.  Reports on what happened and includes student comments.  Includes Action Plan for next year.  As a result of student survey and as a result of tutor reflecting on what students have said.  Tutor may feel that student views not necessarily valid if they have had a particular axe to grind, then their views not necessarily valid. AP presented to course committee and summarised in Programme Review at end of year.

DR How do students get to know what mod. eval forms results have been?

TG/AB  Expect reps to feed back.  Minutes published on WebCT site.  We have been talking about summative evaluation, but would be disappointed if these showed up things which as Programme Director or Module Leader hadn’t got directly from students in formative fashion.  Anything that comes up unexpectedly at end is failure.  Culture is problems can be discussed in open way and problems are dealt with early in module.

DR So the informal dimension responsible for a lot of feedback

TG/AB Take an MBA student.  A student who was an accountant might find the accounting module going rather slowly.  So it’s a question of managing expectations.  If a problem reached week 9 MBA Director would be disappointed.

MH We have introduced mid-module feedback sessions to take remedial action if necessary.  Sensitive tutor would know if things going wrong.

TG/AB  That is our culture.  Overseas students take some time to get used to giving feedback and making adverse comments. Postgrad students know Alan  and will talk to him at events. So it’s not about formal processes but constant communication.

DR How many postgrads?  TG/AB Between 500 and 600 bodies.

DR How to handle?

TG/AB New Post grad centre where he has an office has made tremendous difference.  Sees a lot of students during day because they are always around.

DR So locality makes a difference.

TG/AB  But students see interaction between staff and thus get culture.  Formal pieces of paper have to be interpreted in terms of culture.

TG/AB Get very good student summaries because what is done keeps changing during the 9 weeks as a result of interaction with the students.

TG/AB Formal complaints – last year had only one. Person dealing with complaint was a new member of staff and didn’t know how complaints were handled.

TG/AB Problem with this type of discussion – it concentrates on niggles and complaints whereas the quality depends on the good things on offer.  No of complaints not reflection of quality. 

DR You seem to have a primacy of interaction.  What about staff needing time alone?  Are there notices on door as to when students can come?

TG/AB If P/T student only in at one time which is not the time on the door then he’s sunk.  If I want to work then go home.  If students want to see you will knock at your door.  It saves time in the long run, because problems don’t get to formal stage where it really takes a lot of time.  Being around saves a lot of time.

MH Expectations? Higher for postgrads?

TG/AB Undoubtedly.  Partly why built postgrad centre.  Feedback on previous buildings over a number of years was that facilities weren’t what people expected.  Expectations higher than in other disciplines.  A colleague at OBU had done a PhD on expectations of students across university and lowest expectations were in Education, highest were business students.  

DR/MH Ties up with SERVQUAL methodology.

TG/AB Must say to students what staff expectations of students are.  They have high expectations but take their cues from surroundings such as a modern lecture theatre.  They don’t really understand the quality of business education so take external cues such as is lecturer well-organised, were there handouts.  Students views may change dramatically over the lifetime of a module.  Business is only area where teach quality and many students involved in delivering quality service so they see it from providers side.  Recent email from overseas student who had recently graduated, said although it had been painful during the course he was very pleased with what he had achieved. So when you ask students is very important.

END OF RECORDING  28 MINS INTO  INTERVIEW.

Electronic means of involvement were discussed.  Emails would be sent to students asking them to ‘come and see me’.  There were electronic debates.  However with ethnic groups there were worries about the extent to which they would become involved.  They had a distance-learning MBA and this used a chat room.  Such practices were common amongst programme directors.

An exit survey was used but there was a low rate of return.  

They had tried to break down the barriers between MBA and MSc students and get them to talk to each other.  There was a need to harmonise here.

On formal quality procedures there was a Summary Annual Review that covered various courses.  From this an Action Plan was produced that went to a Quality Standards Committee and thence to various directors.  Students were able to get access to last year’s minutes of Quality Committees. Have combined committees for the PG courses. 

International students have different problems.  The School’s policy is that groups have to speak English.

On student societies, a Postgraduate Society was just being formed. 

Thematic analysis (in bullet points)
Informal

A strong emphasis was placed on immediate informal contact

This was reminiscent of the FE College approach.  It may be that attendance for a limited numbr of days drives the interactions in this way.

Overseas students have a different approach to giving feedback – don’t want to make adverse comments
A physical locality that encourages communication is very important

Formal
Timing of request for feedback influences result

Form of questionnaire varied with level of course

The Action Plan is not just on what students say but also on tutor reflection on what has been said

