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Executive summary: This was a pretty good year 

for PAM in the NSS, with students recording an 

overall satisfaction with their programme of study 

within the School at 90% (up 6% from 2012/13; the 

University average was 83%, up 3% from 2012/13).  

We improved our poor performance on student 

support and guidance recorded last year. The 

weakest area remained personal development 

although it is believed this is not because students 

have not developed during their studies, more that 

their expectations may be different to ours. Many 

thanks are due to all those who supported the 

survey, particularly our outgoing SSRO Kat. 

 

 

 

 

The above figure shows that we improved (or stayed 

the same) in all categories of the survey.  

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 are outlined below in red. It will be a 

challenge to maintain or improve on these scores 

next year if we look at a cross-section of MFQ 

responses to Level 5 modules this year. It is therefore 

important that those teaching on level 6/7 create a 

positive supportive learning environment that helps 

restore the student’s belief in the educational 

practices of the School. 

 
The teaching on my course 

 

 

 

This is overall a very good set of scores. We need 

to work on the Maths response to question 2. 

Lecturers have been asked to think about how to 

convey the content of their courses within the 

context of the discipline as a whole, and in terms 

of its applications beyond that. If a student can’t, 

after one week engaging with a module, attempt 

to answer the question ‘why am I studying this 

module?’, then we have a problem. Try it out on 

your tutees and Investigations/Project students. 
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Assessment and feedback 

 

 

 

Across the sector, this is a notoriously difficult area 

in which to achieve high scores. As a result, the 

grid here is commendable. There are issues with 

physics. Final year physics contains a large amount 

of in-course assessment so it is possible that the 

feedback cycle is not closed quickly enough i.e. 

students hand in large portions of work and only 

receive feedback after the next is nearly 

completed. Lecturers who are responsible for 

those courses where this is the case – 

Computational Physics, Contemporary Quantum 

Physics and Space Dynamics – might look at how 

they manage the assessment signposts. 

Academic support 

 

 

 

We were surprised by our weak performance in 

2012/13, as this is an area that we would expect to 

be strong in. This year’s result is pleasing, 

particularly the accessibility of staff. A large 

responsibility for making sure a student’s 

individual study needs and requests for advice are 

met lies with Investigations and Project 

supervisors.  

Lecturers in these roles are asked to make sure 

that they address this in their regular meetings, 

keeping abreast of how students are coping with 

workloads, staying healthy and happy, and 

planning for the future. 

 
Organisation and management 

 

 
 

 
 
 
This was an astonishing result, given the reverse 
experienced by the University as a whole. Great 
credit must be given to our timetabler and those 
who work with him. We clearly improved in 
communicating with students too on the physics 
side. One of the University priorities is to make 
sure students are well-informed when there are 
problems e.g. the unavoidable late return of 
coursework through illness; changes to schedules 
and module guides.  
 
Lecturers are asked to make sure they are: 
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.   
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Learning Resources 

 

 

 

This is traditionally a strong area for the University 
as a whole as well as the School. The low score in 
physics last year may be related to request from 
students to have a license that allowed them to 
have Matlab on their laptops. IH, in partnership 
with others, are currently looking at the next 
generation MLE, audio-visual provision, and the 
future of classroom layout design. Bayfordbury 
Observatory has benefitted from the automated 
queueing system and several other upgrades. The 
lab space will increase next year and we will have 
access to the Optometry lab LC109 too. 
 
It would be useful for all lecturers: to review their 
current suite of lab practicals and observatory 
sessions, many of which are now over ten years 
old and looking it; look at how to make best use of 
the facilities as they now stand; and create a list of 
prioritised future equipment needs. 
 
 
Personal development 

 

 
 

 
 
Question 21 should be taken as read for us, so any 
under-performance is disappointing. The question 
we might ask is not are we doing this well, rather 
perhaps are there others in the sector doing this 
better?  
 
Students thrive on interesting assignments and 
whilst some rote work is essential, there may not 
be enough in our coursework that offers a student 
the chance to be creative.  
 
This was particularly noticed by Lauren Dovey from 
the Enterprise unit who gave one class a task 
where they had full creative control and was very 
impressed with the results. This is true too of some 
other universities where students have been 
creating their own journal articles and journals, 
short films etc.  
 
It is time to be more creative with assignments so 
that the students can explore their creativity too. 
 
The other aspects of personal development can be 
investigated on a one-to-one basis by 
Investigations and Project supervisors. Some 
confidence-building is in order.  
 
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, the ability to take and respond to 
criticism). Please monitor and give advice on issues 
such as these.  

 
 
Comparison with our competitors 

 
As remarked earlier, overall satisfaction improved last year and was very good. However it is possible to do 
better. Chemistry at the University of Liverpool, a big cohort, scored 100% on this question last year. The usual 
trend is for q22 to be higher than the average of the individual questions. It is very important that the answer 
to this question be properly explained to those doing the survey i.e. ‘very satisfied’ can include the odd quirky 
bad experience.  
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In the tables above, the first competitor set (led by Kent) is for physics and astronomy. The second table is for 
the competitor set in maths. NTU have maintained a strong score in physics over many years. They have a very 
tight teaching team who support each other and all contribute to curriculum innovation. They also invite their 
students to meet external examiners, something we have not done for some time. Look at the scores in maths 
for the ‘new-builds’ in Brighton and Greenwich. This is where we should be. The programme review will help 
and should be informed by what is on offer at high-scoring institutions. We are very close to London, the 
principal source of many mathematics-related placements, so it is frustrating that so few maths students are 
on placement – we can use the successful ones to improve the volume and quality of the next generation of 
applicants.   
 
Lecturers are asked to please conduct a regular individual review of what they do on a module. If nothing has 
changed significantly for several years, then we are probably not responding to student performance on the 
module, SFQ results and programme committee feedback, scholarly advances, or national educational 
innovations. Individual students suffer a heavy penalty for two successive years of under-performance and it’s 
only fair this works both ways. There will be a very serious scrutiny of modules with low student satisfaction 
and poor progression for two successive years, particularly if no significant attempts have been made at 
improvement. 
 
 
 

 


