UCSU Institute of Science & Environment Forum December 4th 2024, 12:00-13:00
Attendance:
Chair, Sima Fatemipour – Academic Officer
Notetaker, Donna Salter – Academic Representation Coordinator
6 Class Reps, representing
BSc (Hons) Marine & Freshwater Conservation
BSc (Hons) Outdoor Leadership
BSc (Hons) Woodland Ecology & Conservation
BSc (Hons) Zoology
Unnamed ISE Programme

Assessments
· Spacing of assignments has been “okay” at level 4. Students feel there are a lot of assignments, but submission dates work out to be around one a week. This came as “a big shock” to many students who have found it stressful and returning to education students have particularly struggled.
· There was agreement from level 4 reps that an earlier formative assessment would help, something level 5 and 6 reps agreed with based on their earlier experience and feedback they have given in previous years. 
· Class Reps emphasised that the students they represent feel the clustering of assessments is excessive and causing significant stress, affecting student wellbeing. When raised with tutors responses such as “assessments weeks are for deadlines” have been received but are not felt to be helpful or empathetic.
· Postgraduate students have short windows between teaching and assessment. They found having formative assessments which included peer feedback embedded within the teaching activities particularly valuable.
· Forest Management and Woodland Ecology Class Reps report having very few formative assessments, but that students find those that exist very helpful.
· Some students have reached out to lecturers and Skills@Cumbria but felt that response times were slow given the clustering of assessments.
· Outdoor Leadership had their first exam one month into teaching but felt they had not had sufficient time to get to grips with the learning outcomes.
· Assessment guides are sometimes clear, but not always. They are often very brief and lack clarity. One Class Rep stated “my peers are often unsure what they are being assessed on and would like a Q&A session”, the other reps agreed with this point of view.
· Students would like to see more structure to assessment briefs, feeling they are often vague. They gave examples such as clearer wording and being more specific about the topics. Exemplars would be very helpful.
· Students focus on meeting learning outcomes and assessment briefs. Content in lectures often doesn’t feel relevant to assignments and difficult to include in assessment tasks, content for these instead largely focusing on independent study. Students understand lecture content has wider relevance but are disheartened by the lack of relevance to learning outcomes. Class Reps, particularly in third year, reported that this was linked to low attendance by students who are time-poor and have become disengaged and prefer to look at lecture slides at home instead. One postgraduate rep reported that their cohort found peer learning a valuable outcome of attendance.
· Level 4 students were disappointed that sessions including vital topics, such as presentation standards, were delivered after assessment deadlines. They felt this could not be changed but it was unclear why.
· Class Reps stated that more real-world examples would help make content feel more relevant outside of university.
· Feedback is useful but is felt to arrive too late – one example was given of receiving feedback from an initial assignment after having submitted a further three, having repeated the same mistakes in all. One Class Rep stated “it is really disheartening and we’ve missed out the chance to use these as learning opportunities.”
· Quality of feedback was felt to be variable between lecturers across programmes. One tutor, who the rep did not name, was felt to use a “harsh tone”. The rep stated that “We worked so hard but it feels upsetting and disheartening. It felt unnecessary and we don’t really understand what standard we are working to as the delivery is disparate.”
· Class Reps suggested that the 20 day turnaround for feedback was too long when dealing with dissertations. They also felt it was difficult to access support with these as “we have very few lecturers and not enough supervisors so it is very stressful.”

Timetabling
· Some Class Reps reported that the balance wasn’t quite right – they have a long six hour day which students struggle to stay engaged and focused throughout and a short one hour day, which some struggle to justify travel expenses for.
· Some longer lectures cover three or more topics which could be divided into discrete sessions.
· Timetables included some very early starts which commuters found difficult. 
· Timetables were felt to be unpredictable with it being common to have changes made the day before or day of the session. This was not necessarily weather related – sometimes lectures would move back half an hour and students who had arranged to work would have to leave early.
Class management
· There was a strong consensus that students preferred interactive sessions to seminars. Having a lecturer just talking through slides wasn’t felt to be engaging or useful. Examples of collaborative notetaking through Padlet were given.
· Students have expressed that they would like lecturers to remain on topic. They often provide anecdotes, which are engaging, but they would like to be clear whether these are relevant. Class Reps reported that lecturers often end sessions racing through and skipping slides which is disheartening.

Students with specific learning difficulties, disabilities and long-term health conditions
· Where lectures are condensed, for example a six-hour day, illness has a disproportionate impact. One day's absence can result in the loss of nearly a week’s contact time. This impacts those with long-term conditions the most.

Your Experience as a Class Rep
· It was felt that there wasn’t much interest in Class Reps from staff. Some reps reported that electing reps had been raised very late in the term or that they had not heard anything from staff. One rep was appointed after finding out about the role by meeting a rep from another course and then approaching their lecturer.
· One Class Rep did not realise they had been appointed until the Students’ Union contacted them.
· Support from the Students’ Union was felt to be good and staff are approachable. Reps did question whether all reps know how to access it though.
· Class Reps can find it difficult to talk to other students as many don’t really understand the role. It would be helpful for lecturers to help raise awareness.
· Some Class Reps didn’t understand what training was available.
· One Class Rep raised that they would like training to be delivered in person. They also felt that it should lend more gravity to the role and reflect its importance.
· Class Reps generally agreed that they did not feel valued. They expressed that their feedback is listened to but that they do not see any changes or outcomes from it. One stated “The SSF feels like feedback is noted, filed and that’s it. Job done.”


