Programme Handbooks Consultation Report


Introduction

The consultation was held on Wednesday 5th December from 2-4pm and was undertaken by Students as Partners on behalf of colleagues from all four Faculties within the University, with the aim of exploring the views students currently hold about their Programme Handbook to provide an initial insight for future development work. 
A total of 15 students attended the consultation, although 2 students only attended part of the session, representing a range of different Schools within the University. The Schools and Degree Programmes of these students are detailed in Appendix B.  This document provides a summary of the results and presents student recommendations. The raw data is not published here but is available if required.

Context

The consultation was designed to assess the use and perception of current Programme Handbooks and their views on how they could be improved. The areas explored were:
· Current Programme Handbooks

· Content 

· Publication 

· Improvements for the Future
The consultation gathered responses via the Personal Response System (PRS), additional free text responses and key points arising from structured group discussions. Further to this, notes made by staff present have also contributed to the report, highlighting any key points raised but not noted down by the students as feedback took place. An outline of the consultation and questions asked can be found in Appendix A.

Looking for Information 

To give some context to the consultation, students present were asked where they go for general information concerning;

· Teaching, Learning and Assessment

· Student Progression

· Student Support

· Student Representation and Feedback

· Learning Resources

Only 15% of the students asked, claimed that their Programme Handbook was their main source of information. From the students asked none of them reported that they would go to their Programme Handbook to look for information regarding; Student support, Student representation and Feedback, or Learning resources. Instead the students asked reported that they would be more likely to use their Academic Advisors and online systems to look for information. The most popular source of information used by the students asked was the University online system, whether that be the website or the student intranet. Other popular locations were Undergraduate School offices and the Students Services Centre. 
One Physics student stated that the Programme Handbook was their main source of information due to consistent direction from staff to refer back to it, whereas one Law student stated that their main source of information was their Peer Mentor, rather than their Programme Handbook.

Current Programme Handbooks 

100% of the students asked were aware of what a Programme Handbook was and 92% of the students had used their Programme Handbook. The students present perceived their Programme Handbook as including information specific to their degree Programme. Students think that this includes information on;
· Courses offered within the degree Programme

· Timetables, essay guidelines, footnote and biography guidelines, assessment criteria, where to hand in work, office hours of staff. 

· Internships, Study Abroad opportunities and further career choices

As far as the possible uses of a Programme Handbook are concerned, the students consulted felt that their Programme Handbook should be of constant use throughout their degree and should be used for the following reasons. 
	Academic
	· Referencing guidelines

· Academic contact time

· Timetable 

· Word count guidelines

· Deadlines for coursework

	Progression 
	· Course guidelines/ progression pathways

· Glossary of key terms 

· Regulations for higher years

· Assessment guidelines

· Unit choices

· Dissertation regulations

	University Information 
	· Programme Handbook needs to be reissued every year to remain accurate

	Graduation 
	· Criteria for Graduation 

· Postgraduate education


[image: image1.png]5%

0%

2%

20%

15%

10%

5%

0%

How useful do you find your Handbook?

1 2 H 4 B






The students were asked to rate how useful they found their Programme Handbook, 1 being the lowest.

Once students had rated how useful they found their Programme Handbook, they were asked to give a reason for the value they had given. These are some of the reasons given:
	Positive features
	· The Programme Handbooks are helpful and necessary as a guide to what is required of us in our University studies

· They are useful at the start of University but they are less useful in future years.
· It is a well structured source of the basic information I need

· It is very useful, but only for short periods of time, for example, the essay writing period or module choosing

	Negative features
	· Relevant information within Programme Handbooks is often hard to identify due to the volume of information.
· Only having online copies available does not seem as personal to students as hard copies. 
· The layout and presentation of Programme Handbooks could be updated and made more accessible 
· Some students don’t use their Programme Handbook as they prefer going to student Mentors to hear about their experiences or to their Academic Advisors
· Only a small proportion of the information is read by some students.  
· At times the Programme Handbooks are useful but it's not the first source of information fro many students. 



When asked if there should be a standardised Handbook across the University, 86% of the students said no. However, after discussion, 100% of the students decided that there were sections of the Programme Handbooks which should be standard, with the remainder being customised for the degree Programme.

Publication 

All students had received Programme Handbooks, however there was some discrepancy in the reissue of Programme Handbooks as 31% had received a new Handbook each academic year. The Programme Handbooks had been distributed only by hardcopy to 64% of students and both by hardcopy and electronically to 36%. When asked what format students would prefer their Programme Handbook in, 7% answered ‘hardcopy’, 14% answered ‘electronic copy’ and 79% of students answered ‘both an electronic and a hard copy’. 
When asked whether Programme Handbooks signposted students to the appropriate support available from their school/University 79% of students agreed. However, several students stated that even though they signposted appropriate information, students often had to go online to get more in depth information. Students were asked whether they felt Programme Handbooks were written in a clear and accessible way, 43% agreed that it was written in a clear tone yet said there is still some room for improvement. 79% of students also argued that there should be a glossary of key terminology. 
	



Content

Students were asked what they would like to see in a Programme Handbook, and to number their choices in order of priority. The top 3 answers that emerged were:
1) Referencing Guidelines
2) Assessment Criteria
3) Contacts (e.g. careers service, accommodation service, academic tutor’s contact details)

Other common ideas that students suggested were focussed around module selection, careers information and opportunities such as Study Abroad, Societies etc. 

Students were given contents pages from Programme Handbooks, from different faculties, schools and courses. They were then asked to highlight areas which they felt could be standardised. Below is a table to indicate their responses:
	Format
	· All Programme Handbooks should have a standard format
· All students should get a hard copy every year

	Teaching, Learning and Assessment
	· Degree Programme requirements
· Assessment Guidelines
· Deadline information
· How much each year counts to your degree
· Plagiarism
· Malpractice
· University Policy 
· Unit Information
· Academic Appeals

	Student Support
	· Access to useful information 
e.g. students services, careers service, accommodation service, counselling service
· Contact details for all services
· Contact details of relevant academic staff
· Information about Peer Support (PASS/Peer Mentoring)

	Facilities, Information and
Opportunities
	· General University information 
· Advice for International Students
· Advice on Study Abroad
· Health and Safety Advice
· Campus Map
· Library Information

	Feedback
	· Student Representation and Feedback

	


As shown in the table above, there are many aspects that students felt could be standardised across all faculties. 100% of students mentioned ‘teaching, learning and assessment’ as something that should be standardised across all Programme Handbooks. Nearly all students mentioned Support Services as something else that should be highlighted in all Programme Handbooks. 

Improvements for the Future

The students were asked to combine the points from their discussions during the consultation to make a contents page for their ideal Programme Handbook. The results can be generally divided into 3 main sections: General Information, Teaching, Learning and Assessment and Support.  Below are listed some of the ideas generated to sit under these headings (some are repeated, to reflect the views of different groups).
	General Information:
	· Welcome from both School and University 

· Key dates in the academic year

· Programme overview

· Staff details, including: email address, phone number, photo and background

· Important places on campus, with opening hours

· Information for International Students, including: visa extension, accommodation, registration and payment methods for tuition fees 

	Teaching, Learning and Assessment:
	· Referencing guidelines 

· Assessment criteria

· Timetable for 1st year

· Programme outline, course specific, including unit weighting

· Examinations - aims and learning outcomes

· Plagiarism guidelines

· Unforeseen circumstances guidelines

· Absence procedure 

· Outlines of modules

· Health and safety

	Support:
	· Student services

· DSO

· Details of the Library, including: study spaces, social space and computers

· Available online resources

· Student representation

· Peer Mentoring

· PASS

· Prizes and awards

· Personal development planning

· Careers

· Counselling

· Part time work

· Advice on how to change course

· Academic Advisors list

· Complaints and feedback procedures


Although the students were undecided as to where some of the contents would best sit within the Programme Handbook, it was clear that they would like to have their Programme Handbook clearly split into sections, so that information is set out in a logical and easy to use format.
Conclusion and Recommendations
15% of the students asked, stated that their main source of information was their Programme handbook; however the majority of students are more likely to use online systems instead. Therefore these recommendations are suggested to increase the effectiveness of Programme Handbooks. 
100% of students asked were aware of their Programme Handbook, and a majority have used it. However several students felt that after their first year their Programme Handbook diminished in relevance. Therefore it is suggested that students receive a new Programme Handbook at the beginning of each academic year. 
It is recommended that all students receive a hard copy of their Programme Handbook at the beginning of every academic year with an electronic copy being available as well. It was also suggested that a glossary of key terminology is included in all Programme Handbooks to equip students with ‘University language’. 
Students would like to see elements of the Programme Handbook standardised across all degree programmes. Most notably ‘Teaching, Learning and Assessment’ guidelines and information about Student Support. However if these are to be standardised the format must be logical and consistent.

Appendix A
	Time
	Section
	Content to cover
	Activity
	Materials

	10mins
	General Information
	· Where do you go to find information?
	Form in group
	Feedback form 

	10mins
	Programme Handbooks
	· Do you know what a Programme Handbook is? (PRS yes/no question, form to extend answer)

· Were you given a Programme Handbook? PRS yes/no question)

· I have been given a new Programme Handbook each year (PRS yes/no question)

· How were you given your handbook? (PRS multiple choice question) 
· I was given a Programme Handbook, and I do/have used it (PRS yes/no question)

· How useful do you find your Programme Handbook? (PRS multiple choice question)

· I think that there should be a standardised Programme Handbook across the University (PRS yes/no question)
	PRS

Individual form
	PRS clickers, feedback form 

	30mins
	Content
	· What would you like to see in a Programme Handbook?
	Form in group

Number ideas generated in order of priority
	Feedback form

	
	
	· What could be standardised?
	Highlight existing Contents Page
	Contents Pages from existing Programme Handbooks, highlighters

	
	
	· Is there anything you would add or remove?
	Compare TLSO guidelines to highlighted Contents Page
	TLSO guidelines

	30mins
	Publication
	· Should there be a separate policies and regulations handbook for students? (PRS yes/no question)
· What format would you prefer for your Programme Handbook? (PRS multiple choice question)
· Are Programme Handbooks written in a clear, accessible way? (PRS multiple choice question)
· Should Programme Handbooks include a glossary of key terminology? (PRS yes/no question)
· Do the Programme Handbooks signpost you to the appropriate support available from your school/University? (PRS yes/no question)
	PRS
	PRS clickers

	20mins
	Use
	· How could/should you be using your Programme Handbook?
· How can we get students to use their Programme Handbook? 
	Individual form
	Feedback form

	20mins
	Future
	· Design a Programme Handbook Contents Page to consolidate all ideas generated during the Consultation 
	Design a Contents Page
	Blank Contents Page


Appendix B

Attendees of the Programme Handbooks Consultation

The 15 students that attended the Programme Handbook Consultation came from these Degree Programmes and Schools:

	Faculty of Life Sciences 
	Pharmacology 

	Manchester Business School
	Management, Accounting and Finance

	School of Arts, Languages and Cultures


	English Language

History and Sociology 

Music

Religions and Theology

	School of Computer Science
	Computer Science and Mathematics

	School of Electrical and Electronic Engineering
	Electrical and Electronic Engineering

	School of Environment and Development
	Environmental Management

	School of Law
	Law

	School of Physics and Astronomy
	Physics with Astrophysics

	School of Psychological Sciences
	Psychology

	School of Social Sciences
	Politics and International Relations


Isabella Fairclough, Debbie Houghton and Alexa Mapplebeck – Students as Partners, TLSO, DSE
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