QuBE Structured Interview re Student Involvement 

Students and Academic Staff Basingstoke College of Technology (BCOT)  28/9/05

Background

This is a record of interviews held at BCOT.  Firstly there was a group discussion with all the second year HND Business Studies students (9 out of a total of 10), then an individual discussion with the Course Tutor followed by a discussion with the Head of Curriculum for Business studies.  The recording equipment failed so no transcript has been produced.  But it is believed that the major points raised have been included here. 

Group discussion with students

To open the discussion students were asked what they meant by quality in relation to the course.  They came up with several points: lessons should be to the point; students should be able to get good employment after the course; there should be a structure to lessons without repetition; new material should be introduced; the course should be relevant to modern business activity; there should be different types of teaching; work should be returned promptly.  In summary the group seemed to be reasonably aware of ways of judging at least some of the aspects of what they were being provided with. 

On formal mechanisms, there was no end of unit questionnaire.  There was a form of course evaluation, which they said came at the end of the year.  Some students denied that such a course questionnaire had been circulated.  Their perceptions of forms didn’t relate very well with the detailed scheme of Course Review and Evaluation Forms described to me later (see below).  It seemed that some students hadn’t remembered receiving the forms, most had not seen them as a significant activity.

One of the students was a representative on a staff-student committee for HE courses within the College.  He had the opportunity of raising issues which his fellow students wanted him to. In practice he had needed to raise very few issues.

We turned to informal means of  communication and this was the main focus of the discussion.  Students described an open-door policy whereby they could see the Course Tutor at any time.  The Course Tutor taught one of their units.  In addition there was a weekly tutorial session taken by the Course Tutor.  This was for both academic and pastoral support.  With this range of opportunities it was very easy for students to see the Course Tutor and to raise their concerns.  If it was not appropriate to raise a problem with the Course Tutor then it was similarly very easy to raise it with the Head of Curriculum.  Students had done this whenever they needed to.  As for finding out what the response was to their concerns this was also no problem.  They felt they got a quick response to anything they had raised – ‘the next day’ said one student.

I asked them whether they felt isolated as part of a limited number of HE students in an FE College.  They didn’t see this as a problematic.

I got the impression of a group that had by now become close-knit.  They had their teaching sessions in only a few rooms and these were very close to the large open-plan office of their teaching staff, where the Course Tutor was located.  For staff and students there seemed to be a sense of shared activity with everybody well-known to each other.  

To finish I asked them how satisfied they were with their course on a 1-5 scale – a similar question to that at the end of the NSS.  The answers were as follows: 4, 4, 4.5, 4, 2.5, 4, 3, 4, 4, giving an overall average of 3.8.  This is well within the range for typical university business departments.

Course Tutor

I spoke briefly to the Course Tutor.  He emphasised the course review forms (see below).  These were centrally designed and given out by him.  He recognised  that the forms might be too general.  The centrally produced results were passed back to him.

He confirmed the HE staff meetings at which the 1st and 2nd years both had a student representative.

Head of Curriculum

For part of this interview the College’s Quality Manager was present to explain the College’s formal Quality processes.

I started by referring back to the low QAA mark in 2001 of 16/24.  The H of C felt that, although she had not been closely involved in the visit, the reviewers didn’t have a knowledge of the HND structure of the courses they were reviewing.  The curriculum of HNDs, she said, was externally determined.  An example was that the reviewers commented on the teaching of year 1 and year 2 students together and felt that in some subjects levels 1 and 2 were not differentiated.  The H of C said that this was built in to the HND syllabi.

On student involvement, she confirmed what the students had said.   There was no specific formal feedback at unit level.  The Course Tutor was also the personal tutor to the year group.  The 1 hr weekly tutorial covered, besides pastoral matters, study skills and academic issues.  The emphasis was on informal communication and it was important to give a prompt reply when issues were raised.

There was a scheme of formal reporting entitled Course Review and Evaluation (CRAE).  Year 1 F/T students complete the CRAE 1A survey, 6 weeks after they start.  Issues and results are then processed through sub-committees of Academic Board.  In May there is a CRAE 1B survey for all students.  Then  the course tutor produces a Course Report (CRAE 3).  This brings together data on student enrolment and, amongst other things, the data from the CRAE forms.  This is reviewed by the H of C who would report concerns to senior levels, having agreed an improvement plan with the Course Tutor.

A response to issues raised in CRAE 1a is produced and posted on notice boards with in the College.

Subjects had to conduct an ‘audit of relevance’.  This was undertaken by an advisory board of representatives from local business and industry.  Besides talking to staff, board members would monitor classes and students were able to talk to them.

For FE courses, though not at present for HE courses, there was a scheme of ‘student voices’.  This required members of the senior management team to sit at tables in the concourse with groups of students to discuss their concerns.  It sounded like a focus group to me.    

Thematic analysis (in bullet points)

Formal feedback

· There was none at unit level


· There was a clear scheme of reporting that included feedback from students


· Students that I spoke to were hardly aware of the formal processes


Informal Feedback

· There was an emphasis on direct, informal feedback


· This was capitalising on the small group size and location of staff and students


· Promptness of response was seen as important
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