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Students who struggle with abstract expressions and proofs 

 

It was noted in the recent Semester A exam board, that students sometimes struggle to recover results with 

abstract functions and opt to insert a particular function in the proof instead. This can be useful as a last 

resort, but is obviously not what we are trying to encourage. One way to help may be for students to learn the 

abstract case alongside a specific example as reproduced from a set of lecture notes below. 

 

Shocking new images of the timetabling machine 

 

 

 

The Postgraduate Student Voice 

 

Supervision 

The students were worried that there was no 

consistency in how often they got to see their 

supervisors: ‘some supervisors are there all the 

time and some are never there.’ They suggested 

that guidance be issued and meetings 

documented. Although there were times they 

needed to see their supervisor more or less 

frequently, an alarm could be raised for a two 

week absence. Supervisory teams were used in 

different ways – when they work well, they are 

very beneficial but in some cases they seemed 

token additions. 

Sugata’s response: I agree that students should 

have regular access to their supervisor. 
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However, the system cannot be overly 

restrictive. Second and third supervisors (who 

form part of the ‘supervisory team’) are often 

unrelated to individual projects that students 

are working on.  In that sense setting e.g. 

mandatory weekly meetings with the entire 

supervisory team will not be beneficial. I see a 

tick box questionnaire having to filled out by 

every student every 2 weeks as overly 

aggressive policing. I don’t think this will be 

welcomed by either members of staff or by 

students.   

For PhD supervision, the vision and delivery of 

the project is largely (and understandably) left 

up to the supervisor and student. In that 

sense supervisors should, of course, keen an 

eye on the progress of the student and the 

student should be self-motivated enough to 

seek help as often as is required. This can 

sometimes be far more frequent than the 

guidance of a meeting a week (e.g. I 

sometimes see my PhD student every day if a 

project requires a constant conversation 

between us).  

Having said that, I have thought for a while 

now that there should be a mechanism that 

allows students to voice concerns about a 

perceived lack of supervision. This falls within 

the remit of the PG tutor (i.e. me). Having 

taken over the role in October, I intend to 

make some changes to the system that we 

have in place. In particular, there will be an 

open door policy and a brief chat with 

students in their first year to gauge progress 

and provide some pastoral support. I have to 

move into a single seater office first since I 

can’t have confidential conversations with 

someone else in the room! This will happen in 

mid Feb and I will set this up with students 

then. In the meantime, I would suggest that 

Carla sends an email to students suggesting 

that they can come and see her to voice 

specific concerns and she can then forward 

them on to me if necessary. 

In some institutions, there is a mandatory 

meeting with the whole supervisory team 

once a year. 

Doctoral College 

Disconnected from the doctoral college.  A 

few too many emails from Doctoral college. 

Odd mailing lists. So M level, PhD and Post 

Doc stuff often comes to everyone (no specific 

lists). 

Sugata’s response: Not much we can do about 

the volume of DC emails. Note that the DC 

emails are always meant to be informative.   

Integration within the School 

If you’ve been an UG here, good rapport with 

staff and post docs.  

Good relationship with staff members who 

make the effort to come to chat with you. 

Some staff that students don’t know at all. 

Those that don’t come to informal coffee 

sessions, students never get to know. 

Would like to be part of the staff community. 

If you do outreach work, there is good 

communication with UG students. 

One of the PGR teaches first year students 

Some PGR students can become isolated.  

Sometimes need to feel positive feedback 

after period of long repetitive trying. 

Discussion room is shared with PG Com Sci 

and they use it well. Plans to have a new room 

and a specific space. (Innovation centre has 

separate kitchens and would be better with 

one space to reduce isolation). 

Sugata’s response: Coffee emails are sent 

regularly. One problem right now is that the 

Innovation Centre does not have its own 

interaction area. I think a lot of these issues 
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will get solved when that happens (hopefully 

soon).  

It is worth noting here that apart from the 

coffee sessions there are many other 

opportunities to interact. Talks and seminars 

are mandatory for students. In my experience 

as seminar organizer over the last two years, I 

have to say that student attendance has not 

been great. The lunch talks especially are 

forums where staff and postdocs give talks 

and students can engage with them 

scientifically. Indeed in terms of engaging with 

staff and postdocs I feel that these are better 

ways to do it than the odd coffee session 

together. This probably means a tightening up 

of the rules that require student attendance 

at these key events each week. While I am not 

keen to ask Carla to keep a register of student 

attendance at every talk or seminar, other 

ways may need to be explored to ensure that 

students attend events that are essentially 

designed to increase their participation with 

the department and the staff within it.  

I do understand that some students can feel 

isolated. I think it’s clear that the PG tutor role 

has to involve greater pastoral care. See 

above for how I intend to change this. 

Our photoboards of students and staff are 

very out-of-date. The Physics Society may be 

one forum in which undergrads and postgrads 

can meet socially. 

 

PG students could be open to student space 

which was shared with UG. Would be good to 

have something that would connect UG and 

PG   

Again the move to the Innovation Centre may 

help. Nothing really exists at present but see 

the comment above about the Physics 

Society. 

Improvements 

More information on deadlines. Probably 

better clearer guidance of staff within the 

Schools. Supervisors need to be aware of 

deadlines etc. 

Lots of staff have multiple roles and changing 

each year so it would be good to have images 

and diagrams on PAM site with updated 

information as to who is in which role. 

Details of reps should be regularly shared 

Sugata’s response: The first point is a good 

one, there should be information on 

deadlines. It should be noted that a thorough 

summary of guidelines and all dates are 

available online in one document, which was 

put together by my predecessor. New 

students should be told at induction to read 

this document and stay on top of deadlines. 

This has happened at least this year (I don’t 

know what happened in past years).  

I need to point out here that supervisors and 

students ALIKE regularly ignore reminders. I 

have had to send an astonishingly (and 

unacceptably) large number of emails to 

remind people to fill in ONE form (the annual 

monitoring form). Therefore, the 

responsibility for the deadlines lies with both 

the student and the supervisor. Given that the 

supervisor typically has many demands on 

their time, I would hope that students would 

take the lead in initiating anything that needs 

auctioning, especially when (as in some cases) 

they have been sent multiple reminders from 

the STRI office and the PG tutor combined.  

However, I think more frequent and clearer 

reminders from the PG tutor will be 

beneficial. This has been happening since I 

took over. Sharing details of reps regularly is 

also a good idea. These should be on the PAM 

webpage. I find this page hard to navigate and 

have no control over its content but perhaps 
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this is something that should be raised with 

the Dean of School.  

Researcher Development Programme 

Some of the RDP are really good and some of 

them are not relevant or specific enough. 

Recommended courses are good but 

mandatory ones should be more regularly. 

Feedback for Core portal – frustrating. 

Doesn’t give you feedback that you are 

booked and doesn’t communicate to remind 

you attend. Could it give a prompt or 

reminder. 

Sugata’s response: We have no control over 

the RDP. I agree that mandatory courses 

should run more frequently but this is 

something that UH as a whole needs to look 

at. Note that the RDP is not supposed to be 

subject-specific. More specific details about 

courses students do not find relevant or 

useful is needed here.  

Teaching as a PGR 

Need to sort out contracts. Especially for 

teaching sessions. Need early set up of VL or 

demonstrator contract etc.  

Need a list for staff in the School of those PGR 

students who have done the RDP teaching 

session and those who have Contracts set up 

before teaching is allocated. 

Positive about wanting to do first CPAD 

module – Teaching and Supporting Learning 

(TSL). 

Sugata’s response: Agreed. VL and 

demonstrator contracts are often not set up 

early enough. This is a DoS matter. Some of 

the VLs on one of my courses were added 

really late last year. And it didn’t help that I, 

as module leader, couldn’t add them to the 

Studynet staff list. 

Postgrad students can do the 1st module of 

CPAD ‘Teaching and Supporting Learning’ 

which has two cohorts throughout the year. 

One in September is usually fuller with new 

lecturers, so the January one may be the best 

option. There is a commitment of time, first in 

the three day block and later in the 

preparation of the reflective portfolio. 

Postgrad students can also apply for Associate 

Fellow status within the HEA. Aside from the 

intrinsic usefulness of the course, evidence of 

engaging with teaching pedagogy is useful in 

the later jobs market where TEF meets REF.  

Cross Communication 

Can we get more cross communication 

between Astronomers and Physics – will 

become more relevant when astrophysicists 

move to Innovation centre and physics stay in 

STRI. Better mixing. 

Sugata’s response: Indeed. This is why the 

seminar organization has been passed onto a 

physicist and a mathematician. We shall see if 

it has worked soon. 

CAR jamboree was good but didn’t happen 

this year. It was very useful to get to know 

new staff. 

Sugata’s response: Agreed - could be 

mentioned to Martin.  

No one tells anyone when someone new 

starts and includes post docs. 

Sugata’s response: Not quite. New postdocs 

always give a lunch talk where they are 

introduced as new person. Students who 

attend the talks will get to know them.  

Photos of people would be useful.  

Sugata’s response: Agreed. I would even say 

‘RECENT photos…’ 
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Anything more social would be good. 

Christmas meal was good but staff need to 

commit and support. Needs good 

organisation. 

Sugata’s response: True. I was one of the staff 

who couldn’t make it unfortunately. Largely 

due to my long commute and family 

commitments. I think staff would generally 

like to mix a lot more whenever they get the 

chance. 

The Undergraduate Student Voice 

 

Unfortunately there were no Level 4 students 

present. 

Level 5 feedback 

Professional skills – incorporating Python was 

good but only one session which took place 

three days before the exam (no lecture notes) 

and 3 Qs in test  - this was not appropriate. A 

decision has been made by the school to 

make sure students are not disadvantaged by 

this, but  students are keen for Python to be 

embedded properly next year 

Rest of module was really good -placements, 

study abroad etc. was excellent including 

students coming back. Group presentations 

went really well. Much better CV because of 

it. More prepared for applying for placements. 

Next year, the aspects of Professional Skills 

that the students commented on here will 

form part of the Level 5 Tutorial module – 

‘Graduate Skills’. Programming becomes part 

of a new Level 5 module which has been 

recommended by staff and employers for 

some time. 

MT2 (Mathematics Techniques 2)  

Lecturers were very fast. Disparity in amount 

of content compared with Professional Skills 

module. 

Could some of MT2 go in to MT1? – content in 

MT2 seems so important? 

Bit more basic stuff in MT1 – introduce some 

topics in the first year. 

Possibility of linking some of the topics from 

MT2 to the other modules in second year that 

enables recap and linking between modules. 

The module team met with the Dean and 

ADOSs to discuss the strategy for next year. 

First, the timetabling issue will be solved by 

unlinking the sessions. This will allow the 

problem class greater freedom in the 

algorithm. The coursework will be changed to 

a new form in which students prepare a set of 

questions (probably in groups if they wish). An 

unseen test of some questions of a very 

similar nature will follow. There may be a peer 

marking element too because we find that 

students are not explaining their solutions 

well, failing to add linking sentences to explain 

their logic.  

Electromagnetism – really good module – 

good lecture notes from the lecturer, lecturer 

checks understanding well. 

Optics – really nice lecturer but occasionally 

leaps between topics (content is difficult but 

explained it well).  

Provide really good notes and materials so 

easy for students to catch up on stuff. 

The LCS team have come up with some 

suggestions to solve the audio issue with this 

module. 

Thermal physics – Students felt that there 

were some things that could be addressed. 

This module had no notes and no rough 

outline of what they needed to learn.  

The lecturer, who it was noted was excellent 

in class, was invited to ask the students how 

he could help with these issues. 
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Solar System Physics 

Really well structured – alternating lecturers. 

Real-world problem solving. Currency of 

materials 

Teaching module  

Had to get a teaching placement – no 

information in the year before. Had to do 

everything themselves. Staff member wanted 

the finding the placement to be part of the 

challenges but no support to find the teaching 

placement. Rest of module didn’t really 

develop teaching skills. Did a lesson plan in 

HTML in one session. It would be better to link 

to School of Education people. 

Mark scheme for CV writing was very different 

to careers serves guidance. 

There will be some change in focus of this 

module with the demise of Professional Skills 

and the new Graduate Skills tutorials. The 

School of Education (at a meeting of the ‘with 

QTS’ development team) did offer to help in 

liaising on placements. 

Level 6 feedback 

Options for level 6 – been a bit ‘hit and miss’ 

in terms of balance depending on modules in 

Sem A and B. Astro seems to be evenly split 

but in Physics can have 3 in Sem A and 5 in 

Sem B. 

The post Maths Review split of larger module 

such as BVP will help here. Physics and astro 

students will have more choice and flexibility 

as a result. The Investigations titles will be 

chosen earlier to allow work to begin in the 

first Semester where appropriate. 

 

Astro – lots of overlapping deadlines – 3 

phase tests on same day.  

This was raised at SAC too. The Programme 

Leader is responsible for the Assessment 

Landscape. If changes are made after the 

module guides are published, they must be 

with his/her permission, otherwise problems 

of this type occur. 

Rocket P & P – practical lectures cancelled 

twice and still had to write report on practical 

(had to watch a video). 

The live firing eventually took place but after 

the coursework was handed in. This was not 

ideal. The spread of marks on the report was 

similar to previous years and indeed the 

module performance overall was at a very 

high level, so we are happy that students 

were not disadvantaged in terms of the 

marking. A full reply was sent to the class rep 

from both the module leader and acting 

module leader. 

Projects – no option of 30 credit point  

project. Would like this to be relooked at  - 

option would be good to have 15cp or 30cp 

(15cp ok for MPhys but not for those not 

going to MPhys – would like to do 30cp). 

Would be better to develop choice of 15 cp or 

30 cp? 

We sympathise with this point, and indeed 

several staff members have made the same 

one. We can look into it and, as a minimum, 

include it as a discussion area in the next 

Physics Periodic Review. In the meantime, we 

can try and extend the period of study for 

Investigations, not beyond 15 credit points, 

but by having students select earlier and do 

some pre-reading and work in advance of the 

module proper. 

Boundary value problems module – just had 

test and pretty much everyone performed 

badly (0-6 out of 20). Maybe because it is a 

maths module so notations for physics 

students may be new (but bad marks weren’t 

confined to just physics). Some 
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disengagement – maybe students didn’t feel 

they needed to be there but could do the 

work in their own. Quite hard to follow just 2 

hrs of maths on the board.  

Felt they hadn’t really covered anything in the 

module but what they did have they didn’t 

understand very well.  

Lectures in Semester A were less well- 

structured than Semester B and slightly 

erratic. Semester B lectures a lot easier to 

follow. Students seem to have a little more 

confidence for Semester B. 

Module is 80% exam and 20% coursework but 

all coursework is tests (2 phase tests). Need to 

relook at assessment schedule for the module. 

It would seem to be a good idea for the 

lecturers to observe each other. Usually the 

physics students do well on this module, but it 

is slightly less focussed on applications now 

(when it was almost a Math Techniques 3). 

Computational physics – no real guidance on 

how to write a report or what they expect. Bit 

more information at beginning would be 

beneficial - the rest of module is fine. 

The performance on this module was at a very 

high level. The danger in giving a template 

model of a report is that everyone follows the 

model slavishly. A report should probably 

contain some key things but there is some 

freedom in how you choose to present and 

discuss your results and the lecturers are 

grading you on the maturity of your decision-

making. 

E&D in PAM 

Women – don’t feel that they are treated 

differently. Getting more women in to the 

department – some of the second year 

students would like to go into schools in GCSE 

(need to communicate to Schools that girls 

are in demand in Maths and Physics and range 

of Physics  jobs). 

Women in second year – in group work some 

of their opinions are cut off because they are 

women.  

This has been considered by the Juno group 

too. It would be useful to have more details 

(modules, how the group work was set up) in 

order to investigate. A lot of the outreach 

events run by PAM are currently led by, or 

include, female students who are providing 

excellent role models. 

Increase in mental health issues – lots of 

insular people in the School.  

Some competition between each other. 

Stereotypically shy and some people will 

isolate themselves 

Point taken - this is something we have not 

followed up adequately yet. There was a 

session for staff and it offered good advice on 

resilience training, peer support groups and 

the like but it was sadly poorly attended.  

Little more inclusivity through social and sport 

(incorporating some physical activity). Trips or 

events  - needs to be input from staff can’t 

just be reliant on Physics society. Staff should 

promote Physics society and also think about 

facilitating small group activity in class. 

Jim to promote PAM ball. Importance of 

developing PAM community. 

This picks up on the ‘whole community’ issue 

again. It looks like a good topic for a School 

meeting. There is more activity in other 

Schools and at some other institutions. The 

Ball will be a start. 

 

Also need to think about some icebreaker and 

simple fun physics exercises during induction 
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and re-entry in second and placements 

return. 

We have done this in Level 4 induction for the 

last two years. Level 5 and 6 inductions have 

changed with the timetable changes – are you 

sure students would attend? 

PAM home or social space for students? 

Want some second year induction week 

activities as second years do want to go out 

with first years. 

Usually, this would happen in one of two 

ways: through societies or through peer-

assisted learning. Please try and persuade 

your lecturers of the value of this mode of 

learning. 

STRI space for mingling with the Postgrads – 

would like to communicate more with PGR. 

Importance of students making contact and 

developing rapport with the staff members. 

See earlier comments. 

Need to have opportunities for development 

of interpersonal skills. 

This has been considered in the Maths Review 

but if you have any specific suggestions, 

please let us know. 

From Monica Rivers-Latham: Whiteboards from 
the LRC 
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