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November 12 2009

Student Forum for National Strategy for Higher Education 

Purpose and Methodology

The Student Forum was convened to:

· Get a clear picture of student life in the Higher Education environment in Ireland in 2009. This was to include information on what hinders/ facilitates entry into third level life and how expectations of students are being met. 

· Gather information on processes and practices which help students thrive in third level life and allow them to progress in an optimum way. 

The forum session was structured to have 50 participants. Part of the forum had the group divided into five subgroups where participants told their own story of entry and progress in the H.E. system. There followed a plenary session which discussed issues at a strategic and generic level. Participants reflected the range of institutions with participants coming from universities, and I.O.T.’s. Those present were from undergraduate, and post graduate levels of study and included part time, and full time students. 

Participants engaged well with the process of the forum to offer both specific and general insights and feedback on the working of the H.E. system from their perspective and were pleased to be included in the consultation process.

Feedback will be offered on issues of entering the H.E. system from the student viewpoint. The student perspective on resource and structural considerations for moving ahead with the development of the system will be then offered. 

A. ENTRY TO H.E – A STUDENT PERSPECTIVE.

Preparation for entry into third level is strongly affected by the student’s experience of second level. A general view was expressed that students found the move from second level to third level a daunting one.

Contributory factors in this included:

· Choosing a course to study as a 17 year old was seen as demanding. Some advocated a gap year after L.C. to allow maturation. The nature of choices through the CAO application where some courses were seen as overly specific was seen as a stressor. The possibility of undergraduate courses being more generic with specialisation at post graduate level was seen to have merit in easing the pressure of subject choice. 

· Limited support in subject choice was cited as a stressor with the quality of career guidance being seen as poor. Limited outdated information being offered was an experience voiced. Students need to be alerted to the fact that maintaining oneself in third level is a separate and perhaps greater challenge that gaining entry into third level which is strongly highlighted. Self management and self advocacy skills for mature and younger  students was noted as very necessary.    

· The type and process of teaching and learning in second level was seen as a barrier to being ready to successfully access third level learning. The strong emphasis on rote learning, the absence of  training in higher order thinking skills, the focus on the Leaving Cert as a memory test; which had students see the Leaving Cert from a short term perspective, did not furnish students with the skills to progress in college. An exception to this is in the case of technology subjects at second level – here the modes of learning and assessment (continuous and project based) do facilitate skills needed in third level,this is a recent and welcome development . This combination of the above factors was then described graphically as leaving many students feeling like “fish out of water” on entry to third level institutions.

· Feedback was received which focused on the need for a closer link up between V.E.C.’s and colleges of F.E. with universities and I.O.T’s to facilitate progress. Access courses such as Return to Learning at N.U.I,M.  and Access at Trinity College enhanced progress of mature students. On entry to third level, students had an overwhelming sense of the need to have adequate support to adjust and enter the H.E. system well. 

Factors which inhibited this smooth transition included:     

· The move from classes of 25 to lectures of 700, with tutorials now being of 70 for some. Tutorial size was seen to increase dramatically in recent years.
· Some students felt strongly that the strongest challenge in first year was adapting to the different styles of learning expected, in comparison to second level.  They noted that coping with the academic pressures was absolutely integral to successfully completing first year, not social adaptation and that the stress of not coping with assignments and deadlines affected the student in all areas of their new life.

· The quality of undergraduate and especially early First year lecturing was seen to vary strongly, with many of those lecturing at first year level not being the most experienced or inspirational lecturers. It was seen that such quality of lecturing was most important at this point in the college life experience. It was questioned whether adequate priority was being given to early undergraduate lecturing which was seen to lose out in priority to research. Overall the standard of lecturing was seen to vary a great deal, and with lecture size increasing, the need for support structures was seen as increasingly important in facilitating entry.  The variability of experience from module to module even within programmes of both teaching standards and interaction with students (e.g.  Availability for contact outside lectures) was seen as very damaging to the student’s experience and there was strong support for increased consistency.

Facilitating processes which were valued included:

A. Orientation processes. Some departments offer orientation courses, which helps entrants in generic skills, of study, research, time management and communication. 

B. Student mentor system used in some colleges was very useful.

C. Engagement of students at point of entry whereby they do group projects where groups were selected to maximise networking and group cohesion.  

Delay/staggering demand for assignments to allow successful entry and training in 
completion of assignments was useful. The modular system was seen as useful but 
often the logic of modules was not evident with idiosyncratic choices related to 
lecturer interest seen as the rationale for module choice. Lack of coordination of 
assignment demands across subjects was seen to add pressure on early entrants 
with some 
students experiencing a “bottle neck” of assignment demands 6 
weeks after entry to courses causing some student failure. Specific early support on 
assignment production is needed. Students valued not only getting grades for early 
work but also detailed feedback and feedback along the way as they developed a 
first assignment, so as to adequately understand assignment and requirements.

D. Involvement in clubs and societies was seen to be very helpful in bedding down into student life. This could be emphasised more often before students arrive. This involvement created valuable networks which allowed access to help and support. Accreditation for participation in these clubs and societies is now being piloted in D.I.T. This was seen as a useful development.

E. Specific support services were valued strongly, eg. counselling and pastoral services. Examples were cited where support was at a high level for those with dyslexia and epilepsy.   The presence of an academic advisor was strongly valued in NUIM with more than a quarter of the student population attending in one year.
F. Support for mature students to enter the third level system was seen as lacking such as:

a) Childcare facilities for student parents are seen as poor

b) Financial pressure - inadequate grants cause stress.

c) Facilities not available at evening time, canteen, library etc. 
B. PROGRESS OF THE STUDENT THROUGH HIGHER EDUCATION    

· Of prime importance to all students was the quality of lecturing and the relationship with staff of departments in facilitating progress.
·  Good lecturer skills facilitates an interest in the subject, and allowed questions be asked to enhance understanding, Powerpoint presentations should not be relied on as only vehicle of transmission of information.
·  Smaller lecture size and tutorial size which facilitated interaction as well as, space to sit in lectures was vital but not always currently available.
·  Lecturers coming from a work context e.g. industry facilitated the understanding of applicability of theoretical information. “Best researchers do not necessarily make the best teachers”. 
· Work placements were seen as very useful – an example was given where attendance at lectures rose by 50% following work placements. This contact with the external environment was highly valued. Examples were also given of project presentations being made to industry personnel who graded projects. This tie up was seen as useful. 

· A higher proportion of seminars to large lectures encouraged involvement and participation. 

· Peer learning support systems helped greatly. Some H.E..I’s now offer credits for students at later stage of learning for participation in these in supporting more junior students

C. RESOURCE AND STRUCTURAL CONSIDERATIONS FOR DEVELOPMENT

· Prime importance was given to the enhancement and verification of standards of teaching in H.E.I’s A mandatory teacher training was emphasised. This should include  post graduates to help them facilitate tutorials /labs.
· Unease was expressed by some students regarding the quality of their awards.  They noted that the amount of first class honours being awarded had increased sharply in recent years and feared a downgrading of those awards.

· Student feedback - To support such a development of teaching standards, clear feedback processes were seen as necessary. Of 55 students only 8 had been given feedback forms to fill. There is a reluctance to fill these also as there is fear that this may adversely affect student/lecturer relationships. Questions on forms were also vague and unspecific. Students need training in giving clear specific feedback.( As is given in Scottish H.E. system). There needs to be standardised monitoring across courses and colleges undertaken. Currently lecture evaluation / feedback only goes to lecturers themselves in many cases and needs to be independently monitored. “Good lecturers want feedback”. Some student unions monitor how feedback is used, but H.E.I systems are not backing this monitoring. Standards in teaching needs to be addressed nationally and the importance of undergraduate education as a core task of H.E.I’s was emphasised. This can be lost when post graduate study and research can be seen as more important.  Linked with this development is the importance of developing students to take responsibility for their own learning. Developing peer learning systems, encouraging growth of student confidence, networking skills is vital. Tutorials need to be mandatory in all courses.
· IT Facilities - There was wide discrepancy between student experiences of the use of I.T. facilities. Technology is seen as being increasingly used to teach but some institutions have out- of- date technology. Technology is seen as useful but students emphasised how it needs not to be used to replace small group teaching. Some courses have replaced tutorials with on line tutorials. 
· Learning experience adversely affected by stretched financial resources


H.E.I’s need further funding streams (in U.S. graduates are expected to give back 
after graduation 

 
Volunteering in H.E.I’s by students was encouraged to help provide support services 
for other students


- 
Funding difficulties for students especially mature students was emphasised. 


- 
Difficulties with administration and delays in grants were seen as causes of 

stress 

System wide considerations were voiced including:

· The perceived greater value given to Universities over I.O.T’s was seen as misplaced. 

· I.OT.’s were seen as offering better preparation for the workplace by some.
· I.O.T’s were seen by some as closer to the experience of second level education and thus were seen as being less of a culture shock for students. 

· Frameworks need to be developed to facilitate students moving between faculties in H.E.I’s and between H.E.I’s. 

· In line with this it was noted that students should be able to use library and other facilities in all H.E.I’s.

· More collaboration was suggested between third level staff and second level to know what students experience is and to share information on current developments possibly through subject associations.

CONCLUSION:

Student experience of H.E.I’s was generally a more positive one than they had expected. However, it was seen that changes were needed to assist student’s entry to H.E.I’s including changes in Leaving Cert to offer students more of the skills which would help them sustain themselves in third level education. Of key importance here is the development of empowered, self directed learners to enter the third level system. Extra supports were seen as necessary to assist students once they got to third level. Of key importance here was the improved management of feedback processes to lecturers leading to standardised monitoring and mandatory training of lecturers so as to encourage better methods for transmitting knowledge. 

The continued stretching of H.E. Resources due to increase in student numbers causes difficulty.
The development of more empowered learners will continue to assist in improvement of the learning experience for students in the H.E. sector and will be helped by more targeted training modules focusing on self-management and higher order thinking skills.. 

Overall the student forum told of an experience which was exciting and rewarding but was also very challenging. It is an experience which was inconsistent across courses and institutions in the quality of orientation, study support, engagement with trainers and outcome. Strong need was voiced for increased predictability for consumer outcome through increased feedback, staff training, student involvement and resourcing, and also appropriate student preparation for entry.   
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