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Submission on the issue of Teaching Quality in Irish Universities.

This is a personal submission, reflecting on my own experience in NUI Galway, working to establish the Centre for Excellence in Learning & Teaching (CELT) which aims to support the continuing professional development of academic staff and quality enhancement in the student learning experience
. 

The specific “most significant change that I would desire to see in Irish Higher Education” is a greater external awareness and understanding of the major recent developments which have occurred in the areas of teaching and learning and the commitment and dedication of academic and support staff to the teaching mission. 

With the focus of public, political and media attention often being on research, restructuring, funding and other issues this core activity which accounts for the bulk of the University’s work is, if mentioned at all, characterised by unrepresentative and often ill-informed comment. Not only does this provide a distorted view, but its effect on the morale of those staff, and students, whose commitment
 is beyond doubt, should be considered.  

I wish to draw the Review Group’s attention to some of these developments and hopefully provide useful contextual background for their deliberations. 
In late 2002, I moved from a senior position within a university in Scotland to take up the challenge of establishing the Centre for Excellence in Learning & Teaching (CELT) at NUI Galway. Given my experience of working in many universities previously (including in heavily bureaucratic and 'performance driven' quality regimes), I was expecting to face some considerable challenges. Crossing over from a traditional academic discipline into a staff and educational development role was also somewhat of a personal professional risk.

However, when I began work here it became quite clear to me that despite an historical absence of formal structures to develop approaches to teaching, there was evident strong commitment to the student learning process across the institution. I encountered many enthusiastic and passionate staff, keen to do their utmost in planning and delivering their courses as well as offering levels of pastoral care beyond that which I had typically witnessed elsewhere, despite some serious shortfalls in accommodation, technology infrastructure, resources and some quite extraordinary staff-student ratios (compared to comparable institutions in the UK and elsewhere).  Within the University, there was clearly a culture of collegiality and many informal networks. The absence of continuing professional development in the areas of teaching, learning and general academic practice were apparent, but having such a baseline level of interest made my work in establishing the Centre all the easier and the availability of funding opportunities through Targeted Initiatives, Training the Trainers and other sources ensured rapid progress.

Over this time period the University has witnessed considerable and fundamental change. In teaching, learning and related areas, these include:

· Major restructuring from 50+ departments to 16 schools ensuring much improved communication, facilitating speedy implementation of reforms, new programmes and more targeted training.

· The implementation of new professional, postgraduate programmes (PgCert, PgDip, MA) for academic staff in Teaching & Learning in Higher Education, and Academic Practice. These are highly successful, have been fully (externally) quality reviewed and receive significantly positive feedback with many 'graduates' from the programmes acting as catalysts for curricular reform and innovation within their own academic disciplines. Over 80 academic staff have undertaken at least one module in this flexible, part-time framework in the four years in which it has developed from a pilot implementation
.

· New approaches to teaching evaluation: (a) Grouped Student Evaluation of Teaching scheme - an independent reviewer works with all students in a class and obtains detailed feedback from them on the teaching of an member of academic staff. This process is voluntary but is over-subscribed each year, with now over 450 evaluations having been completed; (b) Peer Review and Observation of teaching – whereby colleagues observe each other’s classes and provide mentoring. This is having a significant effect on the level of discussion and collegiality in teaching quality enhancement; (c) systematic frameworks developed for each programme using a combination of techniques such as these and a number of different models of student questionnaire based on international research
.

· The design and implementation of an institution-wide Learning, Teaching & Assessment Strategy
 which provides detailed action items, targets and a structure for curriculum development (including full Bologna and NFQ compliance).

· Installation and integration of the Blackboard virtual learning environment with campus information systems ensuring that all modules have an online presence. This is now actively used throughout the year by over 12,000 users and not only provides additional support for mainstream courses, but has also facilitated rapid growth in the number of blended, distance and flexible learning programmes, playing an important role in widening access to a range of students and supporting professional development courses for the public and private sectors.

· Recognition of outstanding teaching through the President's Awards for Teaching Excellence which each year selects 4 or 5 members of academic staff nominated and supported by their students, staff and alumni. The winners and the nominees have impressed external reviewers and other panel members (which include student representatives) by the extent of their dedication and commitment and each winner is also interviewed for a series of video podcasts which are used to share practice and experience amongst peers. In the first year of the National Awards scheme, two out of five of the awards were won by NUI Galway staff.

· Reform of the academic promotions system to place equal value on teaching as on research, with new methods for providing an evidence base for teaching quality through the use of a standard form of Teaching Portfolios which includes a range of evaluation methods and demonstrates critical, professional reflection on practice
.

· The establishment of the office of the Dean of Graduate Studies and the restructuring of PhD programmes to incorporate significant formal training elements, improved quality monitoring, greater levels of student support, supervisory training, along with shared teaching across institutions in joint Graduate Schools exploiting video-conferencing
 and other relevant technologies.

· The institutional embedding and national leadership in the field of civic engagement in higher education. Following a highly successfully project (the Community Knowledge Initiative) originally supported by Atlantic Philanthropies, but now mainstreamed within NUI Galway
, we have also formed a national network, Campus Engage, which seeks to share practice and provide training and support across the Irish HE sector. The components of this agenda include promoting student volunteering and the inclusion of ‘service’ (or ‘community-based’) learning within degree programmes at undergraduate and postgraduate levels. Our volunteering scheme has grown from an initial pilot group of 20+ students, to a current average of 1700 registering interest each year underpinning partnerships with ~100 community groups and NGOs. Service learning is now available in over 30 modules and this is set to increase significantly across all Colleges following the commitment in the new strategic plans. These activities are a clear demonstration of the University’s commitment to wider society, its local communities and in enshrining a sense of civic virtue, public service and social justice amongst its graduates. The extent to which this mission has been embraced by staff, students and senior management is remarkable and testimony to the power of values-driven curricular reform and institutional leadership.

· Seeking stronger synergies between teaching and research. A number of initiatives have taken place in this critical aspect, most of which centre on the characterization of research and learning both being forms of intellectual enquiry which require effort but provide reward through the satisfaction of achievement. The growth in research centres in a number of strategically selected areas has had a large impact on the University and it is important to ensure that the value of such developments is also shared with the wider undergraduate community. The Learning, Teaching and Assessment Strategy, institutional strategic plans, the Research Strategy and a number of training workshops and events all highlight the benefits of such synergies, as well as providing support for undergraduate research participation, increased public outreach and internal ‘inreach’ to communicate research issues and foster debate and discussion. The UREKA programme
 is just one example of a nationally recognized and successful internship and experience programme for undergraduate students at the cutting edge of contemporary science. The NAIRTL
 partnership, of which NUI Galway is a member, also encourages these types of activity, providing small-scale funding.

· Complete commitment to the Quality Review Processes developed by the Irish Universities’ Quality Board with all academic and administrative units fully participating and most having now undergone two such reviews. From my own perspective and experience of working under the UK’s QAA and the RAE, the Irish system is undoubtedly superior in that it addresses the fundamental issues directly rather than transforming into a bureaucratic monolith fuelled by abstracted numerical measures that are disconnected from actual practice and which fail to respond to the interconnectedness of contemporary academic practice and structures. The more holistic, Irish model is also recognized by other European partners as having distinct advantages and a process over which staff and students can feel a sense of ownership and participation - something which is vital for continuing quality enhancement and systemic change. At a basic operational level, the Quality Reviews of academic units and programmes have been extremely useful to us in CELT in working with colleagues to evaluate and redesign programmes and implement a range of innovations in teaching and assessment. 

· A major survey/audit of teaching & assessment methods, attitudes, professional training, experience and responsibilities of academic staff carried out across all Faculties/Colleges. This provided a wealth of invaluable data which has been used to identify priorities and shape the Learning, Teaching & Assessment Strategy, the curriculum of the PgCert/Dip/MA programmes in Academic Practice, operational aspects of support provided by CELT and other units and which is currently also being written up as a research paper.

· Research activity in higher education policy and practice. In this area CELT has begun to develop an international reputation with members of staff serving on journal editorial boards (including the two top journals in the field), invited to give keynote presentations and workshops at international conferences, publication of books and peer-reviewed papers, successful funding applications from a variety of external sources, the support of Masters and PhD students, external examinerships, encouragement to colleagues across a number of academic schools and units to publish and research in related, cross-disciplinary areas, etc. 

· Partnerships with the Students’ Union, class representatives, student services and others at a number of levels, including representation on formal university bodies and committees, meetings with CELT staff to discuss issues and strategies for teaching and assessment. For many years now the university has run an effective student mentoring scheme for first years, more recently specific projects have included the provision of supports for academic writing and mathematical skills, the development of procedures for dealing with complaints, feedback and participation in quality review processes.

· Support for the Irish Language through the establishment of Acadamh na hOllscolaíochta Gaeilge
, a bilingual campus policy and language plans across the institution. Participation by staff and students in Irish language classes continues to be popular and extended networks across a number of Gaeltacht regions are also ensuring wider provision of third level (and postgraduate) opportunities.

· An annual conference/symposium focusing on teaching and learning
. Originally intended as a local vehicle for staff development, this event has now become a key fixture on the Irish HE landscape and attracts between 180-250 participants each year, from many Irish institutions, the UK, Europe, the US and elsewhere. It has resulted in publications (books and refereed journal articles), helped to nurture research and professional networking, acted as a catalyst for curricular innovation (eg triggered uptake of Enquiry Based Learning, Service Learning, innovative uses of technology, assessment reform, etc) and raised the profile both of the institution and of the scholarship of teaching and learning.

I hope that this brief summary demonstrates to the Review Group that there is strong staff and institutional commitment to the enhancement of teaching quality and the nurturing of more active forms of student learning in this University and that its development here and in other institutions across the sector merits continued positive support, investment and wider recognition. 

� � HYPERLINK "http://www.nuigalway.ie/celt" ��http://www.nuigalway.ie/celt� 


� which for many, means long hours, large class sizes, short-term contracts and parallel demands for increased research publications.


� It is worth noting that staff participating in these programmes are also active researchers in their own discipline and undertake these courses in the evenings on top of their normal workload.


� e.g the UK’s ETL project � HYPERLINK "http://www.etl.tla.ed.ac.uk/publications.html" �http://www.etl.tla.ed.ac.uk/publications.html�


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.nuigalway.ie/celt/documents/LTAStrategy.pdf" �http://www.nuigalway.ie/celt/documents/LTAStrategy.pdf�


� See Murphy & MacLaren (2007),  � HYPERLINK "http://www.aishe.org/readings/2007-2/chap-08.pdf" �http://www.aishe.org/readings/2007-2/chap-08.pdf�


� Indeed, HEAnet is ensuring that Ireland is keeping apace with technology by the recent support for High-Definition videoconferencing on the HE network. In NUIG we make extensive use of videoconferencing and other multimedia communications technologies such as automated lecture capture, live web seminars, streaming video, etc. 


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.nuigalway.ie/cki" ��http://www.nuigalway.ie/cki� 


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.nuigalway.ie/ncbes/education/ureka.htm" �http://www.nuigalway.ie/ncbes/education/ureka.htm� 


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.nairtl.ie/" ��http://www.nairtl.ie/� 


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.nuigalway.ie/acadamh/" �http://www.nuigalway.ie/acadamh/� 


� e.g.  � HYPERLINK "http://www.nuigalway.ie/celt/conference/conference2009.html" �http://www.nuigalway.ie/celt/conference/conference2009.html�





