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Student Focus Group

Date: 22nd November 2007          12.35pm  – 1.15pm
Location: Longman Campus
Range of programmes: NQ Art and Design, Workwise, MA Electrical Installation (Block release), Skillsbuilder, HNC AIT, NQ Professional Cookery, NQ health ans Social Care, Highers full time.
Number of students: 14
At this meeting there was a age range with 6 female students/8 male students. All students participated actively in the discussion, which was centred on the questions below.

Learning and teaching process 
Are most lessons interesting?

Almost all students find their classes interesting, and felt that the content was up to date and relevant. They felt that staff were knowledgeable, up to date in their specialism and approachable. In one course, students felt that the pace was too slow and that staff were too “soft” on students who were clearly either not interested in the course or not able to cope with the level of the work. In this course students felt that the more able and interested students were being held back while the focus was on the minority who were falling behind for what ever reason.

A discussion followed as to possible reasons and solutions to this. There was a view from some students that staff were compelled to keep students on a course for as long as possible because of funding and performance issues. Students suggested there should be a more rigorous screening of applicants to gauge aptitude, attitude and interest; streaming; access courses and a faster pace for motivated and able students.
Is there a good atmosphere in classes?

Students reported that there was a good atmosphere in almost all classes, and that tutors supported group work and discussion. On the whole, tutors were friendly and interested. However, in one particular course the student rep reported that there had been some issues between students in the class and the tutor was supporting the group to find more positive ways to communicate. In a minority of courses, reps felt there was too much “hand holding” in some classes which was not preparing students for a real working environment.
A discussion followed with regard to the college’s commitment to supporting all levels and abilities of students to reach their potential, verses the need to prepare students for real life and work situation. 

Do you get the right resources for your course – access to books, computers, software?
On the whole, students were satisfied with the level of resources and equipment available to them on their courses, and there was sufficient for everyone. However the following issues were reported:-

In a few subjects the text book was not published until after the course started.
Student changing rooms: Very cold, and made changing in and out of whites very uncomfortable.
Lack of small equipment (not enough to go round class); a number of pieces of equipment not working

Limited access to specialist equipment for particular tasks   which has led to concerns re passing assessments by their due dates
Classes frequently cancelled at short notice due to staff illness, concern as to how class would catch up
Student President reinforced to all present that class reps and other students could bring concerns to the attention of the Students Association to address.
Do you know in advance what topics you will be studying, or when assessments will be?
The majority of students knew what topics were going to be studied and when assessments were timetabled, and almost all students had course or unit handbooks/summaries. However there were a significant minority of courses where this was not the case. Of great concern was that some students didn’t have a stable timetable or had a timetable that changed frequently and any course information prior to or during their course of study. As one student put it “I have basic expectations”.
Assessment dates were frequently changed on one course
(block release): Very difficult to get actual dates of course/location/timetable from the college. No map for those students from outwith Inverness. Assessments scheduled far too soon in the course for learning to be understood and put into practice in the workplace.
Do you have the opportunity to discuss relevant topics with lecturers and other students in class?

The discussion centred on group tutor role/time (steered by the students). 

There was a mixed response – with approximately half the students reporting that they rarely meet with the group tutor, and the other half meeting regularly. Overall there was a feeling that the group tutor should be someone who has an interest in and an understanding of the whole course, and preferably have a teaching specialism on the course. 

Students felt strongly that the group tutor should be pro-active and initiate meetings with individuals to discuss progress, and with groups to discuss common issues, consolidate learning and pull the course together.  Students felt that whilst they had to take responsibility for their learning, group tutors should not wait for students to come to them with problems – it is probably too late by then; also some students would lack the confidence to seek help and just leave, which is essentially a poor experience.
Other comments?
Heating…….too cold/hot
Induction – one rep reported the class did not have induction re use of ICT

Overall students  felt the meeting was beneficial and productive.

Action

Head of Quality and Performance Development to raise specific issues with appropriate staff members and follow up action.
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