FACULTY OF AGRICULTURE,
FOOD AND NATURAL RESOURCES

ACADEMIC BOARD VISIT TO REVIEW
TEACHING, LEARNING AND
RESEARCH TRAINING

WEDNESDAY 8 MAY 2002

FINAL REPORT AND
RECOMMENDATIONS




CONTENTS

]
2

10
11

Infroduction

Achievements and hallmarks of the Faculty

2.1 Achievements

2.2 Hallmarks

Communication

Implementation of Academic Board policies and guidelines

4.2 Communication of policies within the Faculty

4.3 Academic Honesty (Plagiarism) in coursework

4.4 Intellectual Property Rule

4.5 Evaluation process

Aims and outcomes of courses and units

Generic and disciplinary skills

Teaching and learning quality

7.3 Staff turnover

7.4 Induction and orientation of new and casual staff

7.5  Acknowledgement of good teaching

7.6 Benchmarking agricultural education

O© O VW 0 o N N 9 OO O & & v v AN RN

7.7  Service teaching

7.8 Curriculum review

Research-led teaching

Research supervision and training

9.2 Completion rate

9.3 Research tfraining

9.4 Postgraduate supervision

9.5 Monitoring of student progress

9.6 Resources

Assessment

Evaluation and quality improvement

11.1  Improvements to units of study

11.2 Core and elective subjects

11.3 Staff- student licison committee

Page 2 of 235

[ S = S S T e T e T = S = S R S S Sy
[V, I N N N T VS T \© R (O R (O R T N e N e



12
13
14
15

APPENDIX ONE  BRIEF REPORT OF FINDINGS OF THE REVIEW TEAM
APPENDIX TWO  FACULTY SELF EVALUATION REPORT
APPENDIX THREE ~ FACULTY TEACHING AND LEARNING PLAN

Student progression

Concluding comments

Areas of good practice (Commendations)

Areas of consideration forimprovement (Recommendations)

Page 3 of 335

15
16
16
17
19
22
28



1.1

1.2

1.3

Infroduction

The following Academic Board Review Team visited the Faculty of Agriculture, Food and
Natural Resources on Wednesday 8 May 2002 as part of the review and evaluation of teaching,
learning and research training in all faculties within the University.

Chair
Associate Professor Russell Ross Deputy Chair, Academic Board

Team Members

Professor Les Field Pro-Vice-Chancellor (Research)

Associate Professor Mike Prosser  Director, Institute for Teaching and Learning
Associate Professor Tony Masters  Deputy Chair, Academic Board

Dr Elizabeth Ellis Faculty of Health Sciences

Administrative Officer

Rachel Symons Quality Assurance Officer (Teaching and Learning)
Observers

Mr David Roberts Faculty of Rural Management

Professor Michael Jackson Faculty of Economics and Business

During the visit the Team interviewed the following groups of staff and students:
+  Dean Professor Les Copeland and senior Faculty staff':
0 Assoc Professor Harley Rose, Head, School of Land Water and Crop Sciences
0 Prof T Gordon MacAulay, Head, Department of Agricultural and Resource
Economics
0 Mrs Carolyn Tanner, Assoc Dean, Undergraduate Studies — BAgrEc, BResEc
0 Dr Stephen Cattle, Assoc Dean, Undergraduate Studies — BSAgr, BLWSc,
BHortSc, BAnimSc
*  Undergraduate students (10) and Postgraduate Coursework students (2)
* Postgraduate Research students (10)
+  Academic and general staff (10) (This group also included Dr Balwant Singh, Assoc. Dean,
Postgraduate Studies)
e Open session (individual appointments with staff and students)

In preparation for a visit by the Academic Board Review Team, each Faculty is asked to prepare a
self-evaluation report on their teaching and learning and research training activities. The findings
of the Review Team in relation to these activities are included in the following report.
Achievements and hallmarks of the Faculty

Achievements

The Faculty reported to the Review Team that it occupies a niche in training in the broader

agricultural area, recognising that agricultural training covers not only crops and animals, but also
off-farm activities, processing, marketing, finance, natural resources and management and that it

! Referred to as senior staff within the report
2 Referred to as staff within the report
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provides these programs accordingly. The Review Team was informed that most other agriculture
degree programs in Australian universities have been absorbed into other faculties; the University
of Sydney is one of the few that has a separate Faculty of Agriculture, Food and Natural
Resources. It has also maintained its position of being a research active Faculty. Four new
degrees have been developed in recent two years (BHortSc introduced in 1996, BResEc
introduced in 2000, BAnimSc introduced in 2002).

Whereas the national and international trend is for a reduction in the number of agricultural
undergraduate students being recruited by universities, the Faculty has managed to maintain a
high recruitment rate, with more students applying than places available. Ninety five percent of
University of Sydney agriculture graduates find employment within a year of leaving university.
The high salary rates offered to undergraduates makes it very difficult to attract new postgraduate
research students, as evidenced by the decline in enrolment rates by 15-20% in recent years.

The small size of the Faculty is conducive to maintaining good internal networks of staff and
students, with good interaction between all groups as well as the alumni.

Hallmarks

The Review Team was told that a number of mechanisms built up the ethos and spirit prevalent
amongst staff and students. Student excursions provided bonding and a support mechanism for
students and staff. The small size of the Faculty was conducive to producing a close-knit
community.

The close link between teaching and research, advice on professional placements and project work
were also mentioned as hallmarks by the Faculty.

The Review Team was told that the Faculty aims to produce graduates who are knowledgeable
about their discipline but who also have a broader view of life in general and are seen as citizens
of the world.

Communication

Communication was not seen to be a major issue by the senior staff. Their small size in terms of
staff meant that informal mechanisms were utilised in addition to more formal ones such as
committees. Electronic forms of communication were widely used. The Team felt that it would
be hard for new staff to access the informal mechanisms of communication present in the Faculty.
Some staff expressed the desire for a formal Faculty forum at which the Dean could interact with
staff at all levels; other staff felt that formal Faculty meetings were not conducive to informal
discussion.

Staff told the Team that information about the recent restructure had not been well communicated
by Faculty executive. In response, the Dean said that he had made it clear to all staff that the
changes would take at least three years to complete and that he understood the unease and anxiety
of the staff on this matter.

Students felt that although there was not formal contact with staff other than during class, it was
possible to see them informally in their offices to discuss matters of concern. Some postgraduate
coursework students felt that communication broke down once they left the main campus after the
formal lecture component of their course. Students suggested that a Faculty news bulletin would
enhance communication.
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4.4.4

Recommendation 1

The Review Team recommends that although informal mechanisms are working well, due mainly
to the small size of the Faculty, more effective formal mechanisms should be introduced. This
would aid in the dissemination of information to all staff.

Implementation of Academic Board policies and guidelines

There are a number of Academic Board policies and guidelines that faculties are required to
promulgate. The Review Team was interested in ascertaining how the Faculty communicated
information about policies and guidelines to staff and students. It was particularly interested in
the Academic Honesty policy, the Intellectual Property rule and communication of improvements
in courses relating to student evaluations.

Communication of policies within the Faculty

Academic Board policies are promulgated and discussed informally and at Faculty committee
meetings; however no formal compliance mechanism existed. Response to each policy was left
up to the individual staff member. Policies are included in Faculty handbooks. Staff receive
emails about all Academic Board policies but only examine those that are relevant to their duties.

Academic Honesty (Plagiarism) in coursework

The Academic Honesty (Plagiarism) in coursework policy is discussed with, and explained to,
students at introductory lectures. It is a Faculty requirement that the policy be included in all
handbooks.

Intellectual Property Rule

The Faculty has many students working on research projects with external support, who are
involved in preparing and presenting reports to an external funding agency, such as a CRC. The
Review Team was concerned about staff and students’ understandings of the University
Intellectual Property (IP) rule in these circumstances. They found that knowledge of the IP rule
varied greatly amongst staff and students.

The Faculty reported that it advised individual students about IP issues as necessary, but did not
provide general advice to the group as a whole. The University Business Liaison Office had been
contacted by staff for information regarding issues relating to the IP rule; in particular those
relating to the examination of theses by external funding agencies. Staff told the Team that it is
not always possible to ascertain if IP will be an issue in individual proposals.

RHD students who were 100% funded by industry informed the Review Team that they felt they
were under pressure from both the IP and the commercial angle. Although they were free to read
the contract before signing, and were informed that legal advice could be sought, no explanation
or information relating to IP issues was provided to them by the Faculty.

The Review Team found that IP issues had an impact on PhD students, and CRC and industry
funded programs. Students had not received adequate explanation about their rights, particularly
in relation to the confidentiality of their theses.
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Recommendation 2

The Team recommends that the Faculty introduce systemic ways of informing research higher
degree students of their rights and responsibilities under the University Intellectual Property rule.

Evaluation process

It is Academic Board policy that information concerning the way in which the evaluation process
has led to improvements in units of study shall be made available to students in written form. The
Faculty was asked to describe what they were doing in relation to this policy.

The Faculty Teaching and Learning Committee is currently discussing this issue. Currently
evaluations are discussed in staff-student liaison committee and formally recorded. Students
informed the Team that they had seen written summaries from Soil Science 2, and that in Animal
Science the lecturer had provided verbal information. Otherwise, formal written feedback was not
generally provided to students.

Aims and outcomes of courses and units

The Faculty reported that students are provided with written information for each course. This
includes an outline of the course, its relationship with other units, and the aims and outcomes of
the course. Information is also provided in the Faculty handbook. Staff acknowledged that there
was a varying degree of knowledge and understanding of the unit aims and outcomes amongst the
student cohort.

Students confirmed that most lecturers provided them with written information about the learning
objectives of units of study; although there was sometimes disparity between this and what
happened in practice. Agronomy students reported that course information was only available
through the Faculty website, making it difficult to ascertain requirements of the course,
particularly in relation to assignments.

Generic and disciplinary skills

The University expects all its graduates to possess specific attributes on graduating. These
include knowledge skills, thinking skills, personal skills, personal attributes and practical skills.
The Review Team asked the Faculty how they mapped these skills to their curriculum, and how
they were communicated to students. They were informed that generic attributes were embedded
into the teaching in the lower years rather than being explicitly written down. Fourth year
students attended formal workshop training in oral, written and presentation skills. The Faculty
suggested that time management should be included in the University’s generic skills.

Students thought that they developed these skills indirectly through the course of their degree
program. However they would appreciate more explicit reference made by their lecturer, similar
to that provided in courses taken outside the Faculty, so that they ascertain their level of
achievement in these areas.

Commendation 1

The Review Team found that the Faculty was doing a good job in equipping students with generic
skills as reflected by the high employment rate of graduates.
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Recommendation 3

The Team recommends that the staff communicate the University generic skills to the students
more clearly, and that the skills should be more carefully mapped to the curriculum in order to
ensure consistent outcomes.

Teaching and learning quality

Throughout the visit the Review Team received a clear message from both staff and students that
the Faculty has a strongly committed staff who are very approachable and responsive to student
questions. They learnt of some good initiatives in teaching and learning. One unit in particular,
Soil Science 2, received praise from many people interviewed.

Students expressed concern about the quality of teaching, especially compared to that in other
faculties. They commented on the variation in teaching skills amongst Faculty staff, and
suggested that all staff should be required to undertake training at the Institute of Teaching and
Learning. Students from the Plant Breeding Institute appreciated the high quality of teaching that
they received. Of the courses provided to agricultural students by other faculties, the high standard
of teaching received in Animal Science units taught by the Faculty of Veterinary Science was
particularly praised.

Commendation 2

The Review Team commends the Faculty on its strongly committed, approachable and responsive
staff. It also commends the Faculty for the good initiatives evident in teaching and learning
across the Faculty.

Recommendation 4

The Review Team recommends that further efforts are needed to improve the quality of teaching
across the Faculty.

Staff turnover

The high turnover of staff in the Faculty is an ongoing issue resulting from the fact that a high
proportion of staff were at or near retirement age. The problem had been exacerbated by a
number of retirements and a resignation during 2001. Budget constraints have impeded the filling
of new positions. Of particular concern was the Agronomy Department since there were few
academic agronomists in Australia, and few professional agronomists willing to undertake a PhD
program and enter academia. Some students expressed unrest at the number of lecturers who
were leaving and being replaced by inexperienced staff.

The Team was also informed by the Faculty that the combination of staff contraction and its
diversity of disciplines meant that it was not always possible to have expert staff. External
lecturers were often invited to lecture in arenas of need, especially when it was difficult to justify
a full appointment. One example give was that of a lecturer in post harvest horticulture. The
Faculty saw the use of visiting expert lecturers as a positive move in the exposure of students to
life as a professional agriculturalist.
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Induction and orientation of new and casual staff

Induction and orientation processes for new, casual and part-time staff processes vary across
departments. The Agronomy group in the School of Land, Water and Crop Sciences has
extensive discussions with, and sat in on lectures taken by, visiting lecturers. The Department of
Agricultural Economics met weekly with their part-time and casual staff to ensure a consistent
viewpoint in tutorials/ workshops conducted in the department. Other departments had no
coordination process in place, saying that most of their part-time casual staff and tutors were
experienced and discussed matters with the relevant coordinators. It was thought that PhD
students used as lab technicians, and who had been through the undergraduate program, should
know what was required. The Team found that the informal communication processes within the
Faculty made it difficult for new and part-time staff and visiting lecturers to know what was
expected of them in teaching practices. (see also Section 3 Communication)

Recommendation 5

The Review Team recommends that the Faculty introduce a more consistent induction process for
new and casual staff.

Acknowledgement of good teaching

The Faculty has no formal mechanism at present to acknowledge good teaching. It acknowledges
that this is an area which needs to be developed. The Team was interested in ascertaining how
staff and students saw good teaching being rewarded.

Staff confirmed that there was no formal recognition of good teaching; however,
acknowledgement by their peers was sufficient recognition. Informal recognition was also
apparent when good teachers were called upon to take additional classes. Students did not see
evidence that good teaching was being rewarded within the Faculty. One Unit of Study, Soil
Science 2, is highlighted by many participants as a benchmark for other units. (see also Section
7.1)

Recommendation 6

The Team recommends that the Faculty consider the development of a Faculty level teaching
excellence award.

Recommendation 7

The Review Team recommends that the Faculty nominate lecturers from Soil Science 2 for a
University excellence in teaching award.

Benchmarking agricultural education

The Review Team was interested in finding about any benchmarking activities carried out by the
Faculty with industry professional groups or institutions offering similar courses, particularly in
relation to assessment processes. The Faculty informed them that discussions were held with
industry contacts but no formal mechanisms were in place. They told the Team that due to the
lack of similarly structured faculties within Australia, and the uniqueness of the units taught by
Sydney, there was limited scope for benchmarking. However, some benchmarking takes place
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during discussions between the Department of Agricultural and Resource Economics and the
University of New England, and in the monitoring of the performance of graduates with
employers.

Service teaching

The Faculty highlighted that there were a number of problems with courses provided by
departments of other faculties, mainly in relation to course content and its applicability to
agricultural students. To some extent the Faculty relied on what happened in the larger service
providers — the faculties of Science and Economics and Business - since agriculture students form
a small part of larger classes in courses provided by these faculties. Changes made in these often
mean that agriculture students are missing out on content or skills previously agreed to between
faculties. The Faculty constantly monitored this situation and resulting gaps in student knowledge
and skills were remedied. As a rule, staff use the handbooks from the service departments to
ascertain what is being taught.

Discussions take place between the service providers and the Faculty, and the Dean has input into
development of service courses. However, the Faculty is no longer involved in for example the
Economics Curriculum Committee.

Collaborative teaching links were being developed by the Faculty. The teaching of Animal
Science by the Faculty of Veterinary Science was mentioned as a good example of collaborative
teaching.

The Review Team was concerned about the extent to which the Faculty relies on other faculties in
courses, and found that the Faculty had little input on curricula service units.

Recommendation 8

The Review Team recommends that the Faculty investigate ways of providing more input into the
curricula of teaching provided by other faculties.

Curriculum review

Staff are eager for a significant curriculum review to be undertaken by the Faculty, but were
aware that the development of collaborative teaching links was slowing down the process.
Concern was expressed to the Team that the new degrees offered by the Faculty might be
considered by some to be re-badging of the old degrees.

Research-led teaching

Many staff informed the Review Team that although they utilised their own research material
during lectures, it was not specifically referred to as such. Involvement with CRCs meant that
staff were required to undertake research in their teaching. Students would appreciate being
shown the practical application between their studies and the research undertaken by the Faculty.
Knowledge about research activities of the Faculty was often obtained when students were
considering the subject of their thesis.

The students told the Team that the compulsory fourth year research project or exercise involved a
small amount of practical work, laboratory analysis, a literature review and a thesis, which they
found helped with skills development. Students are able to focus on an area of interest and learn
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about research requirements for further studies. The tardiness of the Faculty in appointing a
supervisor to some current fourth year students was mentioned during the interviews.

Opportunities for first to third year undergraduate students to undertake research projects included
summer scholarship schemes with CRCs and ABARE at the end of third year, and working with
fourth years on their projects. The Faculty has a formal requirement for undergraduate students to
undertake eighteen weeks professional experience during their program. This includes a
compulsory six weeks placement on a farm, with the remainder in a relevant approved area,
including research environments. Students reported that the placement database maintained by
the Faculty did not always include current information. Resource Economics students were
concerned about their professional experience as they were not required on farms and were
receiving no direction on alternative placements.

Commendation 3
The Review Team commends the Faculty on the integration of research into their teaching.
Recommendation 9

The Review Team recommends that the Faculty considers ways of stressing the link between
research and teaching to students.

Research supervision and training

Both local and international postgraduate students were reportedly being attracted to the Faculty
due to the reputation of the Faculty, its staff, potential research supervisors, and the Plant
Breeding Institute, and, in the case of international students from Asia, its links with their home
university. It was apparent that some of the student cohort interviewed had not met beforehand,
and they expressed the desire for a formal postgraduate induction program.

Commendation 4

The Review Team commends the Faculty on its ability to attract local and international
postgraduate students because of its reputation as a Faculty, a research institution and its
SUpervisors.

Recommendation 10

The Team recommends that a formal induction program for research students be implemented
and other opportunities for peer review and support be considered.

Completion rate

The Faculty is at the high end of the ratio of enrolments to completions within the University; and
a high number of students fail to finish their candidature. Senior staff informed the Review Team
that there were a couple of known reasons behind their low completion rate.

One reason related to the fact that students from the Faculty were highly sought by employers.
These students often left soon after collecting data and handing in the first draft of their thesis, but
were still counted in Faculty statistics. The Faculty found it difficult to prevent students from
accepting lucrative offers of employment, whilst waiting for their thesis to be examined. They
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associated this with the lack of a University mechanism for ensuring that students completed and
handed in their thesis before commencing employment, and for the length of the examination
process.

The Faculty reported that some candidates left after three to four years after realising that the task
was too big.

Research training

The research students considered research training within the Faculty to be fairly segmented.
Whereas some students were provided with a good research plan and framework at the onset of
the program, others experienced a lack of guidance and a lack of foresight to predict failures.
They would appreciate more input from their supervisors in terms of planning projects and setting
realistic timeframes.

Not all students were able to attend and present at local and international conferences.
Information about these conferences was often obtained through sources other than the Faculty.
Funding provided through travelling scholarships and postgraduate schemes did not cover
international conferences. International students received no component for conferences.

Postgraduate supervision

The Faculty informed the Review Team that Heads of Departments monitor postgraduate
supervision informally, and that there is no formal monitoring process. There is no formal
recognition of excellence in RHD supervision by the Faculty.

Relationships between students and their supervisors varied across the Faculty. Some students
had good relationships with their supervisors, and worked collaboratively with them. Students at
the Plant Breeding Institute told the Team that they had more interaction with their fellow PhDs
than with their supervisors, and that they worked as a team to share ideas. Externally funded
students felt it was difficult to have a close relationship with their supervisors.

There were varying degrees of understanding among the group about the procedure for resolving
problems. Academic problems could be solved by either the supervisor or associate supervisor;
non-academic problems might require assistance from outside the Faculty. Students were
unaware of the name of the recently appointed postgraduate coordinator.

Students are concerned about the quality of supervision, and suggested that supervisors should
undertake the Institute of Teaching and Learning Postgraduate Supervision Development
Program.

Monitoring of student progress

The Faculty reported that their postgraduate database was used to monitor student progress and to
provide annual reports; but that its management was time consuming and it had not been updated
recently. They had hoped to take advantage of the Flexible Student Information System (FlexSIS)
for centralised control of records. However both systems were being used concurrently.

Students were concerned about the quality of their feedback in the annual progress report. They
felt that the comments were usually not informative, and did not address all issues of importance
to them.
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Recommendation 11

The Review Team recommends that the Faculty consider ways in which the annual progress
reports could be made more informative for students.

Resources

The morale of the postgraduate research student cohort interviewed was demonstrably lower than
that of the undergraduate student group. The Review Team found that although students really
cared about their degrees and had chosen Sydney as a place to undertake their research above
other universities, resource issues were adversely affecting them.

Students reported cramped laboratory space at the Plant Breeding Institute, overcrowded office
space on Camperdown, accommodation that needed repairs, and old computers which often had
reliability problems. They also told the Team that facilities for industry funded (APAI) students
were often better than those who were Faculty APA funded. Equipment was more often repaired
than replaced. On being informed about the students’ concerns, the Dean said that he supported
the students in their request for better resources.

However, all students were appreciative of the resources available at Badham, Camden and Fisher
libraries. They had access to electronic resources, journals and databases and library staff were
able to obtain documents from other libraries for their use.

Recommendation 12

The Review Team recommends that the Faculty consider making improvements in the resources
and accommodation for research students.

Assessment

In this area of the evaluation, the Review Team explored issues relating to student knowledge of
assessment processes and standards, and student dissatisfaction in the amount of feedback given
on formative assessment. They discovered that there was a considerable variation in knowledge
about assessment requirements and standards amongst staff and students and that feedback to
students on formative assessment depended on the unit.

The staff told the Review Team that course notes contained information on the timing of
assessment tasks, processes and standards, and marking scheme allocation. Students were
reminded about these during the course. Students, however, reported that they would appreciate
guidelines on what was expected in this area. They considered that notes provided in some
courses taught by other faculties were of a higher standard, for example Animal Science taught by
the Faculty of Veterinary Science.

The Faculty reported that assessment varied across all units, and that at the end of the course
scaling and judgement was used. Students were informed if scaling was applied. A learning
contract was used by the Department of Agricultural and Resource Economics for one unit of
study. Information about dates and content of assignments is included in the handbook.

Feedback on formative assessment depended on the unit. Resource issues made it difficult to
provide students with individual feedback though students were welcome to come to talk to
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individual lecturers. Students appreciated this open door policy. Staff felt that although feedback
was valuable, the open door policy was becoming exceedingly difficult to maintain in the light of
decreasing resources and extra workloads.

10.4  Soil Science 2 lecturers provided an example of how the Faculty was trying to address the
dissatisfaction of students with feedback. This subject incorporates quizzes into lectures on a
fortnightly basis, with answers available on the website. This is resource demanding, and other
means of providing feedback are being investigated.

Recommendation 13

The Review Team recommends that staff consider providing feedback in class, as it would save
time taken in individual feedback through their open door policy, and relieve pressure on staff.

Recommendation 14

The Review Team recommends that the Faculty undertake more work in the articulation and
communication of assessment standards to students.

11 Evaluation and quality improvement
11.1  Improvements to units of study

11.1.1 Staff informed the Review Team that although information on improvements was not provided to
students in written form, as required by Academic Board policy3, they were told verbally what
changes had been made as a result of evaluation comments from the previous student cohort.

11.1.2 Horticulture staff provided the Team with an example of how an exit survey of fourth years had
indicated problems in the first two years of the program relating to the amount of horticulture
units. Changes had been made to the course content, resulting in positive feedback from students.

11.1.3 The staff pointed out that the small size of the Faculty facilitated immediate resolving of
grievances and consequent improvements.

11.2 Core and elective subjects

11.2.1 The Faculty Self-Evaluation Report mentioned that students tended to express a higher degree of
satisfaction with elective units in their area of interest than in some of the essential core units of
the curriculum. The Review Team felt that this was counter intuitive and different from other
vocational programs where core subjects are deemed more satisfying because of their perceived
relevance, and explored the reasons behind this finding with both staff and students.

11.2.2  Staff told the Team that students were exposed to a whole range of disciplines, all different to one
another. All subjects taken in first and second years were core subjects for the science based
degrees. They also told the Team that in agriculture the concept of systems and their
interdependence was important and students were required to have knowledge of all aspects.

11.2.3 Students preferred elective subjects over core subjects because the large size of classes in core
subjects, and the way material was presented by lecturers, made it difficult to maintain interest in

3 see Section 4.5: Implementation of Academic Board policies: Evaluation process
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the some core subjects. They told the Team that they could see the relationship of some core
subjects to agriculture, but they would like more applied examples of how the subjects related to
agriculture.

Staff- student liaison committee

The Review Team found that although the staff thought the staff-student liaison meeting process
was working well, the students were of a different opinion.

Staff indicated that all problems brought before the meeting were dealt with and a formal response
supplied to the student representative. They felt that the process was being used by some students
to ask for changes that could not reasonably be met.

Students reported that although some issues raised during the past year had been dealt with
satisfactorily, they often did not receive formal notification that the committee had discussed and
dealt with matters of concern. They felt that the process whereby staff and student representatives
met before the meeting to discuss written and signed concerns may influence student involvement.
The student representative mentioned the short time frame in which he had available to collect
concerns, contact relevant staff, and present in written form to the staff representative.

Recommendation 15

The Review Team recommends that the Faculty instigate a process which acknowledges the
problems raised and addresses the answers to them. The current process discourages students
from coming forward with issues.

Student progression

The Team was interested in finding out how students at risk were identified across the whole
Faculty. They noted that the Faculty mentioned in its evaluation report that until recently advice
on the progress of students in first year Chemistry and Econometrics had enabled them to identify
students at risk in these units but that the provision of this information had been curtailed due to
pressure on the staff in the relevant faculties. The Review Team wished to know if alternate
methods of obtaining this information had been explored.

The Review Team were told by the staff that progress of Agriculture students was comparable to
Science and Economics. They thought this was a good sign because of the lower cut-off rate in
Agriculture. They also said that feedback could be addressed by talking to the first year
coordinator. Feedback from the School of Chemistry had ceased a number of years previously.

Processes for identifying students at risk varied between departments. In Agricultural Economics
all students are interviewed upon enrolment, and problems identified. All first year students are
tested for literacy and provided with remedial help if necessary. Additionally, since all first years
tutorials have the same tutor it is easy for students to be monitored and other problems identified.
After the first set of examinations all students with problems are interviewed again, and those with
ongoing problems are seen on a regular basis.

In Agricultural Science students are seen at the end of first semester and are seen on field trips.
Students are free to come and see the lecturer on a personal basis. Early quizzes identify students
who may have problems and these are interviewed.
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Commendation 5

The Review Team commends the Faculty on the early identification of students at risk where it
occurs. The Department of Agricultural and Resource Economics is to be commended for its
good first year experience program. The Review Team found that this was patchy across the rest
of the Faculty.

Concluding comments

The Review Team considered the results of the interviews, the Self-Evaluation Report and the
Teaching and Learning Plan and concluded that the Faculty of Agriculture, Food and Natural
Resources was following good practices in the areas of equipping students with generic skills,
attracting local and international postgraduate students and research led teaching. Students
consider staff approachable, and there are some good initiatives in teaching and learning. The
Review Team recommends that the Faculty give consideration to improving practices in the areas
of rewarding good teachers, communication, input into the curricula of service units, staff-student
liaison committee, induction and orientation of new staff, resources for research students, student
feedback, and alerting students to their IP rights and responsibilities.

These findings were communicated to the Dean of the Faculty of Agriculture, Food and Natural
Resources at the conclusion of the visit and through the Summary Report of the Findings of the

Review Team which was sent to the Faculty on 5 June 2002.

Areas of good practice (Commendations)

Based on the Self Evaluation Report, the Teaching and Learning Plan and the findings of the Review
Visit, the following areas of good practice in teaching, learning and research training have been identified
within the Faculty of Agriculture, Food and Natural Resources.

Commendation 1

The Review Team found that the Faculty was doing a good job in equipping students with generic skills as
reflected by the high employment rate of graduates. (See Section 6)

Commendation 2

The Review Team commends the Faculty on its strongly committed, approachable and responsive staff. It
also commends the Faculty for the good initiatives evident in teaching and learning across the Faculty.
(See Section 7.1 and 7.2)

Commendation 3

The Review Team commends the Faculty on the integration of research into their teaching.
(See Section 8)

Commendation 4

The Review Team commends the Faculty on its ability to attract local and international postgraduate
students because of its reputation as a Faculty, a research institution and its supervisors. (See Section 9.1)
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Commendation 5

The Review Team commends the Faculty on the early identification of students at risk where it occurs.
The Department of Agricultural and Resource Economics is to be commended for its good first year
experience program. The Review Team found that this was patchy across the rest of the Faculty. (See
Section 12)

15 Areas of consideration for improvement (Recommendations)

The Review Team identified a number of areas for consideration for improvements, and makes the
following recommendations to the Faculty.

R