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The Paml&tO 25 

PAM research makes The Economist 

 
 

 

This edition (27
th

 August 2016) also contains some 

interesting thoughts on the future of the space 

industry. 

2016 National Student Survey (NSS) Review 

 

 

Executive summary: This was a fairly good year for 

PAM in the NSS. Engagement with the survey 

dipped but we expected this based on attendance 

at final year modules and we were happy to 

slightly exceed target (71.6%) whilst not achieving 

last year’s excellent overall response of 82%.  

Students recorded an overall satisfaction with 

their programme of study within the School at 90% 

(up 1% from 2014/15; the University average was 

82%, down 2% from 2014/15).  

The analysis that follows is based on a dissection 

of comments, discussions amongst members of 

the management group, and student inputs from 

both before and after the results were known. If 

you have any additional insights or comments, 

these would be most welcome as discussion of 

actions will continue into the term and the first 

SAC. 

 

 

 

 

 
 
The above figure shows that our performance dipped 

in resources and development. Development was one 

of the key issues last year and so it appears that the 

approach needs to be more radical than one of 

persuasion – we wondered if our students answered 

the question in the same terms that we thought it 

was asked.   

 

 

Follow-up interviews were held with students after 

the results were in to pursue this point. The results 

will be presented below. In the survey that follows 

the smaller grids represent last year’s results. The 

tables, as usual, are colour-coded as indicated in the 

key at left with the columns representing M 

(mathematics), P(physics) and A(astrophysics). Some 

suggested actions that we might take or are already 

underway are outlined below in red.  
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The teaching on my course 

 

 

 

The students were very happy with the teaching 

teams in astrophysics (slightly changed for this 

year). They found that in-class unofficial testing 

using cardboard voting systems was beneficial. 

They criticised some sessions for finishing early 

and for too rapid a delivery – please make sure 

you have adequate material and supporting 

exercises to fill the timeslot. The comment in 

physics was that even if the material was hard, 

they could see that the lecturers were trying to 

make it interesting. The maths marks have dipped 

considerably. The feedback was that this reflected 

lecturing at both levels 5 and 6. To some extent, 

students may have answered this question based 

on how far they were made to ‘fill in the gaps’ 

themselves. This encouragement to think 

mathematically is clearly good but may need a bit 

more sympathetic marketing at the point of 

delivery. We also have the results of a test survey 

run at Level 5 which Pamlato will feature next 

time. MT2 has had problems across a few years 

and some further changes are to be made for next 

year. 

Please make sure you have adequate material and 

supporting exercises to fill the timeslot. Consider 

using more in-class analysis of understanding e.g. 

either low or high tech voting systems. If you 

would like to be filmed in a lecture to assess your 

pace, please JC know. There will be further 

changes to MT2 after discussion with the module 

team. 

Last year, we felt the lower scores in physics 

reflected student performance on the modules. 

This year, the student performance was very good 

and again this may be reflected in the scores. If 

this is the case, it becomes possible for lecturers to 

make sure they are pitching for their audience, 

focussing on fundamentals or enhancement 

material as appropriate. 

Assessment and feedback 

 

 

 

A reasonable set of scores although there is work 

to be done on question 9. The students did 

(outside of the survey) express concerns about 

project marking – how is it moderated across the 

whole cohort; are some lecturers using ‘copy and 

paste’ responses? They also asked that lecturers 

be careful in the wording of their feedback  e.g. 

‘student doesn’t seem to be mature’ was felt to be 

insulting. 

The actions here have already been mentioned 

based on external examiners’ feedback – making 

sure that assessments do differentiate effectively. 

Modules where this has been an issue have (or 

will) submit action plans verbally over the next few 

weeks. We did reasonably well on return of 

coursework and this was a challenge as a highly 

motivated year group is very keen to get results 

back quickly. As before, a good idea is to issue 

general feedback in advance of individual 

feedback; the students are then better prepared 

for any mismatch between their expectations and 

the marked scripts. 
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Academic support 

 

 

 

This is a reasonable grid with some very pleasing 

scores. It is interesting that the students feel 

‘supported’ but not ‘developed’ although clearly 

maths is weakest here again (see later).  

Further work needs to be done on the 

Investigations modules where a good deal of final 

year support will come – a meeting is planned for 

September. The Maths Review has introduced 

Graduate Skills – a new (for next year) second year 

tutorial system for all of PAM. This should be 

welcomed by students as an extra mechanism of 

support. 

 
Organisation and management 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
Again, this is a pretty good grid with only the 
astronomers unhappy with some aspects of their 
timetable – a 2-6 stretch on Thursday. They were 
offered alternatives e.g. splitting POS but the 
students were lukewarm as it meant a new 
attendance window. There was pleasing 
improvement in maths where, of course, the 
cohort was larger. So overall, more students were 

happy with this aspect of their studies this year. 
Thanks are due to the timetablers for this excellent 
result – predictability and simple structure in a 
module timetable is something that students really 
value. The student interviews raised no further 
issues. It is worth noting that students regard 
whether a module occurs in Semester A or 
Semester B as a timetable issue. So they may have 
their elective modules unequally distributed 
between the two semesters. This is not a 
timetabling problem but really one of choice. 
 
The 2-6 stretch has disappeared from the 
timetable. In Maths, we did achieve a day free 
from teaching for all students last year and we 
have tried to continue this. 
Continuing action 
Lecturers are asked maintain the following 
elements of good practice: communicating well 
with students using Studynet; arriving in good time 
for lectures; following the return of coursework to 
students guidelines (4 weeks from posting); and 
attending programme meetings to hear and 
respond to student concerns.   
 

Learning Resources 

 

 

 

Maths struggled on this one. Here’s the comment 
from one of the reps: 
“Study rooms were not easy to book last minute, 

but with a little planning this was easy to 

overcome - again not sure how this could be 

improved. We had a room clash once and had to 

use the new style room for a lecture- is it B400 or 

404? The funky green(?) room with settees and all 

round dry wipe board. It looks nice, but without 

desks was hopeless for maths lectures so maybe 

that is being alluded to - other than that I can't 

think how this can be improved.” 
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The astronomers were very unhappy about the 

Physics of Stars practical: having to download their 

own software; limited help in using it; lack of 

working telescopes; the queueing system didn’t 

seem to be very fast or effective. They compared 

their attainment with last year’s cohort and felt 

that they suffered as a result. 

A single member of staff will review and reframe 
the Observatory practicals where appropriate and 
review the support for postgrad helpers at the 
practical sessions.  
The maths students were very unhappy with the 
statistics module taught outside PAM – this will be 
closely watched by the Maths programme leader 
in 2016-17. 
 
 
Personal development 

 

 
 

 
 

 
The grid shows a remarkably similar pattern to the 
last two years so actions need to be radical! Here 
are comments on the maths score from their rep. 
 
“There was group work and presentations in the 

stats modules. If there was a way that a problem 

could be set in other modules that forced a small 

group to work on a problem and feed back to a 

wider group that would be a good thing I think so 

maybe this is something that could be improved. 

However, I'm not sure how the stats approach 

could work in practice with large numbers taking a 

module. Plus the fact that unless it was examined 

there would perhaps only be limited 

involvement.”  

“The final year investigation helped here. Apart 

from the final presentation our supervisor 

(Catarina) got us all to meet fortnightly and share 

around the table how we were getting on - that 

was good fun and really worthwhile. Maybe worth 

other supervisors giving it a go as it was a good 

forum for improving presentation skills. The new 

plan to allocate topics for the final year 

investigation a little earlier gives me an idea: 

maybe students could, in small groups, meet 3-4 

times and present their findings/progress to each 

other - not so much as a practice for the final 

presentation, but more to experience 

communicating new ideas to each other.  In 

further algebra we broke into groups and were 

asked to research and present some of the 

material - this worked because the group was 

small, but if students feel this is lacking maybe it 

could work in other modules, maybe in tutorial 

groups?”.  

The maths students sometimes did form effective 

study groups but the culture is less well embedded 

than in physics: 

“During level 6 particularly there were groups of 

students regularly working together on problem 

sets, discussing ideas etc. Any student who felt the 

need to improve their communication would have 

certainly benefited by attaching themselves to one 

or other of these groups. Difficult I know if you are 

shy.” 

Interestingly the physics students have a slightly 

different view to development to the maths 

students: it is a self-measured skill and knowledge 

set; they recognise areas of the subject that they 

now see as potential areas for further study (they 

have a stronger view of the geography of their 

subject); they did not see a year abroad/placement 

as personal development amazingly enough, not 

because they hadn’t enjoyed it but because it was 

the equivalent of a year travelling. To draw 

comparisons with the maths comments, they did 

feel that working in small groups in classes had led 

to strong development and team building. They 

had talked to their friends at other physics 

departments where the attitude was much less of 

helping each other and more one of competition. 

We should take pride in this aspect of our 

programmes. The physics students asked for the 

development of a new Level 6 module. 

Suggestions included: particle physics; 

environmental physics; materials science for 

physics students. They liked the synergy between 
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waves and fluids but found that whilst they 

understood the physical picture, they sometimes 

couldn’t see how that had been translated into 

maths. They found their performance in 

presentations was improved (and hence 

developed) as they presented on their own work in 

which they had become ‘mini experts’. 

Interestingly they said that, in NSS telephone 

interviews, they would tend to be neutral if they 

had not thought about the question in advance 

and this was one question where they had less of 

an automatic response. 

All the students felt that more programming would 

improve their employability – this has been fixed 

in the Review with a dedicated module. One 

student described a very positive Clearing 

experience that distinguished UH from the other 

universities he contacted. 

 
Last year we promised to address this in the 
Mathematics Programme Review and the impact 
of this will be felt over the coming years as the 
extra features at earlier levels migrate into the NSS 
crosshairs. Presentations are now key at all levels, 
particularly in the totally redesigned  ‘Applications 
of Mathematics’ at level 4.  Graduate Skills at level 
5 is all about personal development and will be 
badged as such. In addition, this module will 
emphasise the ‘new problem’ issue that can 
confront graduates at interview. Presentations will 
be integral to all Investigations. 

 
We repeat the advice of the last two years which 
was sadly not universally taken up by supervisors 
in 2015/16. Aspects of personal development can 
be investigated on a one-to-one basis by 

Investigations and Project supervisors. Some 
confidence-building is in order.  
 
Repeated from last year:  
At the same time, discussion with employers has 
suggested that some students are leaving with 
good technical skills but very poor workplace 
attitudes (timekeeping, etiquette, professional 
integrity, and the ability to take and respond to 
criticism). Please monitor and give advice on issues 
such as these. 
 
Lecturers on modules that have had problematic 
performance data have been modifying material 
and thinking about its delivery over the summer. 
We will be looking at these changes in the first two 
weeks of September with those colleagues who 
have not yet shared them via Skype or in person. 
 
We have begun work with the LTIC on an 
interactive map of Maths – the landscape is a 
dystopian wasteland and students answer 
questions to progress (and hence develop). A 
typical vista is shown below. 
 

 
Question 22 

 

 
22 

 
Overall Satisfaction (2015/16) 
 

 
86 

 
100 

 
100 

 

 

 
 
We have competitor data and this will be presented in the next Pamlato when we will have had time to chat 
with colleagues from other universities. Please relay anything you hear for the discussion. 
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The PAM SSRO Report – Abby Bryce 

 
1. Student Reps 

a. During the first 2 weeks of term I went into 
lectures for level 4-level 7 students to promote 
the role of student rep and hold elections. This 
worked well and elections were successful with 
multiple students running for the roles. Reps 
were recruited for all years within the first 3 
weeks of term, except for Joint Honours Maths, 
where level 6 Reps were recruited but I was 
unable to recruit JH Reps for level 4 & 5. 

b. Around half of the elected reps came to the 
Repstival at the beginning of the year and we 
all felt that this was a good event for breaking 
the ice and getting to know eachother at the 
start of the year.  

c. Once the reps had been elected, I created a 
facebook group for the reps and used this and 
a group email to communicate updates and 
information to the reps. I messaged the reps 
throughout the year to check whether they 
were having any problems if I hadn’t heard 
from them for a while. On the whole about half 
of the reps seemed very engaged in the role 
and would keep me updated regularly with any 
feedback and their progress with the student 
rep training. Unfortunately some of the other 
reps didn’t seem to engage as much and I 
didn’t hear from them very much and didn’t 
get responses from my emails. 

d. I have been in contact with next year’s School 
Officer and SSRO to talk about the role and 
answer any questions they have about the 
responsibilities. 

 

2. NSS 
a. To promote the NSS I went into the level 6 

lectures that had the most students in and 
encouraged them to fill in the NSS. The 
PAM Staff were very accommodating and 
keen to let me take 5 minutes at the 
beginning of their lecturing slots to do this. 
As we were having low participation, Jim 
Collett also came into a lecture with me to 
talk about how important the written 
feedback is to the staff in PAM and that all 
the feedback is individually read and acted 
upon. 

b. I also utilised social media to promote the 
NSS, I posted regularly in all the level 6 
cohort facebook groups promoting 
participation and posting the link to the 
survey to encourage them to do it. 

c. I think I could have improved the NSS 
participation rate by holding a department 
event to promote the NSS in a fun way – 
however I did not have enough time to 
organise such an event alongside my 
workload in semester B. 

 
 

3. Feedback 
a. Speak Week: During speak week, the 

student reps and I created three 
opportunities for student reps to take part 
in speak week. We set up a stall outside 
two main lectures for level 4 and 5 PAM 
students with the speak week cards and 
sweets to give out, we stayed for a couple 
of hours at these stalls so that it gave 
students the opportunity to take part either 
in the break of their two hour lecture or as 
they were leaving after the lecture. This 
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was quite effective at getting students to 
participate and the sweets helped as an 
incentive. The third time we met during 
speak week we were unable to get a room 
so we sat at a table inside hutton hub – 
however we did not get many people come 
to take part at this time as many just went 
home after they had finished their lectures, 
so I think the best way of getting the most 
participants is to be stationed outside the 
lecture rooms. I think speak week is a good 
way of getting feedback from students, as 
many students have ideas they want to 
share but often don’t unless they are 
presented with regular opportunities.  

b. Student voice forum: We held the student 
voice forum at the end of January. I 
prepared an agenda with suggested topics 
in advance to lead the discussion but this 
was mostly used as a prompt as the goal 
was to allow students to speak freely about 
topics that they wanted. Although we did 
not have many students attend (possibly 
due to being held just after exams and 
January coursework deadlines), there was a 
lot of useful feedback and opinions from 
students about their courses and changes 
they would like made in the department. 
The meeting was minuted by an external 
member of staff and sent to the PAM 
department. I think the student voice forum 
works very well as a way of allowing 
students to present their feedback in a way 
that is fairly informal and without staff 
members present so that students do not 
feel like they cannot say what’s on their 
mind. The feedback from these sessions is 
distributed to staff members of PAM 
through a regular newsletter – I think that 
PAM has an excellent attitude towards 
student feedback that should be adopted 
by all schools in the university. 

 
4. Link Between School and SU 

a. This year I wanted to try and build a sense 
of community within the PAM department 
and used my role as SSRO alongside being 
chair of the Physics society to organise the 
first ever PAM ball. This was very well 
attended with around 130 students and 
staff and feedback from the event was that 
students really enjoyed having an 
opportunity to socialise across courses and 
with staff to celebrate the department. The 
support of the SU was of great help when 
organising this event, with information and 
assistance when booking the venue, selling 

tickets and promoting the event. PAM was 
also very supportive in the event, helping 
financially and promoting the ball by email 
to students and during lectures.  

b. I feel that student reps were comfortable 
coming to me with any issues that were 
raised to them and I made sure I was easily 
contactable by email and facebook. I made 
sure to forward emails from PAM and the 
SU to the reps to keep them informed and 
up to date. 

c. There was a good turnout from the student 
reps at the 2 programme committee 
meetings held this year, unfortunately I had 
to miss the first committee meeting as I was 
at a Postgrad open day but my report was 
read on my behalf during the meeting and 
the reps/PAM staff were very helpful to fill 
me in with information that I missed.  

d. The SU was very supportive when more 
sensitive issues were raised within the 
department, for example an issue arose 
surrounding a complaint about a specific 
member of staff. I feel that I was able to 
handle this issue sensitively by seeking 
advice from both the SU and the 
programme tutors in PAM so that the issue 
could be resolved smoothly in a way where 
the staff member and student could feel 
comfortable.  

e. I encouraged student reps to keep up to 
date with their student rep training so that 
they were able to get their certification – 
however many students in PAM have a 
heavy workload throughout the year and 
can find it difficult to attend. 

 
5. Reflection 

I have really enjoyed the role of SSRO this year and 
I have gained really valuable experience in 
handling difficult issues and gaining confidence to 
speak out in meetings. I found the role to be 
challenging at times due to third year workload 
and commitment to other roles, but both the SU 
and PAM department were supportive and happy 
to help. I was unable to attend the residential 
training session at the beginning of the year as I 
got married that date and at first it was difficult to 
be confident in the role having missed out on this 
training, but I felt a lot more confident after 
receiving the make-up training.  
 


