Sociology Staff–Student Liaison Committee
Wednesday 29th November 2023
14:00 – 15:00 pm
Online, Teams
Attendees: 
[bookmark: _Int_octhSr9i]Michael Rosie, Nathan Coombs, Todd Van Guten (CL 1&2) Nick Prior (CL 3&4), Kirsty Buckley (Notes), Violet Xie – Year 2, Rose Meikle – Year 4, Kara Adams–Walsh – Year 3, Ayla Shirazi –Year 3.
Apologies: 
[bookmark: _Int_bLXwor8R]Aspen Kissinger – Year 4, Chun–an Chen – Year 2, Fiona Kelly, Student Advisor.

Not in attendance: 
May Jeganmogan – Year 4, Hannah Rees – Year 3, Stella Schmidt–Ott – Year 3

Welcome
General welcome to all attending, thank you to all for to attending. 
Introductions
Attendees went around the group and introduced themselves.

MR noted a few issues that had need raised by reps in apologies, particularly MAB (Marking and Assessment Boycott). We also need to seek feedback on the new student support model. 
MAB Impact 
[bookmark: _Int_vH0mkdst][bookmark: _Int_DmMQiNyF]MR described the situation and noted that some marks and feedback were still outstanding from March 2023, Semester 2, onwards, particularly those in pre–honours, although noted that our honours students have mostly had theirs back now. 

MR – Fiona Kelly, who is not present, had mentioned in this meeting invitation that there was no advice available on the progress of marks at that time. MR asked for further information and it was noted that the Undergraduate Teaching Office (UTO) were still processing a variety of different things including MAB–affected coursework. The UTO are working hard to progress through the courses.

MR acknowledged the MAB impacted and disrupted the normal process. Ideally marks and feedback should be returned pretty much as they're marked and a finalized so that all students should get what we call provisional marks throughout the year.

MR gave apologies on behalf of sociology and UTO colleagues who we acknowledge have worked extremely hard working under incredible pressure to get things done.

MR had anticipated that once the MAB had concluded in September the normal practices would be followed allowing for provisional marks to be returned. Instead, provisional marks were not given to students but were held onto and final board approved marks were shared. At a school level this was given high priority but competed with other high priorities and it looks like a school level policy decision was taken not to push it to a higher priority.

In response to the Rep feedback querying this – yes, the marks and feedback were delayed a lot longer than anticipated. This should have been communicated better to students and the academics on the ground. Academics, including course convenors did not know what was happening and this meant it was difficult to respond to student queries. Our Deputy Head of School sent out communication but only recently and possibly only to 4th years.

Point of Interest – MR is happy to be main contact for anyone who wishes to feedback on these issues and challenges, or they want further information on this, they should contact me directly. MR will be happy to talk to them and very happy to tell them who in the school is responsible for answering to the community on that. MR is happy to pass this feedback on to the School.

ACTION – MR to note who the correct contact is noted in the email sent to all students and add to Minutes.
[bookmark: _Int_YZezyFMU]
RM has noted that lack of communication has been challenging and as a cohort a complaint is being considered, not knowing progression decisions has impacted applications to grad schemes, masters, and employment. Some want answers to what happened and why. For 4th years this has been particularly difficult especially as the cohort is quite isolated this semester with dissertation work, so the lack of communication has had an impact. 

MR suggests creating a meeting with John Harries, Deputy Head of School, to ask for a meeting to get some direct answers. Third years were invited to attend a proposed meeting if helpful. 

KA–W noted it not quite as disruptive for 3rd years as it has the 4th years however it has caused a large impact on those thinking about year abroad, would be happy to be included in any meeting as it would be nice to provide some answers to students.

NP has had an impact on year-abroad application processing. Normally applications are based on the personal statement and grades from first year, that’s not been available this year. With strikes having taken place before it is hoped that we’d be learning good practice. The voice from the student body is really important in making sure that we move forward with better solutions to these problems, which are constant and abundant.
ACTION – Karen and Rose to ask wider reps if a meeting with John Harries would be beneficial and feedback to MR. If favourable MR will seek to arrange a meeting with JH.
[bookmark: _Int_DycX9L2K][bookmark: _Int_gVn3BYYN]
Student Support Model

The model was briefly described, and it was asked if any differences were noticed, or any feedback was provided. It was noted that this may be something to think about throughout the meeting and can be something that is feedback on at a later date. MR noted that under the old system students had Personal Tutors and now that role no longer exists. Feedback from each year was requested.

Year 2

Some sociology students just received an email saying that their personal tutor have has retired or something, so some of them reflected that they feel they feel like they are losing their support or not having their personal tutor for a short time makes them feel like they are losing their support.

[KB added comment – there seems to be a lack of understanding around the terminology even for those students who have never had a PT.]

Most students reflected that personal tutors are really helpful, some saying that responses to email are too slow so when they have some urgent issues, they are kind of worried that the personal tutor may not help them or help quick enough. While understandable, these personal tutors, may be busy with other things some students don’t feel it’s a big issue, but it was mentioned.

MR – Clarified it was a Student Advisor (SA), Karen Dargo, who's been in that position for about 10 years. who has retired. Year 1 and 2 have an Adviser, Kirsty as Karen's replacement. For year 3 and 4 the SA is Fiona Kelly. There hasn’t been any gap in support.
So there is no personal tutor for students anymore. It's worth noting that there is a team of SAs in the School, so if Kirsty or Fiona was unavailable, on holiday or unwell the rest of the team would fill that gap. It is likely that if emails are taking some time to answer it's just the volume of work.

MR asked VX to feed this back to students. 
[bookmark: _Int_plwtnS7D]NC – Asked the reps what they understand the Cohort Lead to be and their relationship to you as a student. 

RM – Describes it as for the academic side whole student support is more extensions etc. Generally, students don’t understand it and haven’t read much about it. 
KA–W – With third years there is some confusion. I understand it's the academic side including community building with sort of adding in evenings and socials for students. But a lot of students are confused on where to go to for support. Extensions are an academic concern, but not the cohort leads job, there is an issue of understanding the roles and who does what. 
Communication clarifying the roles with examples of what each can support with would be good or some description in at the beginning of lectures. Students are not missing their PTs because sociology students are getting supervisors for the dissertation, they're feeling that kind of support is coming back to them.
KB – Everyone has new roles, so are still working out who does what and where everyone fits in, its evolving as we all work it out. My understanding at the moment is the SA is the first stop for any pastoral care, we advise on the available resources and signpost to other services and guide students through School policies for example, an extension would be good, or maybe it is a special circumstance or some additional support from another service. We can also link you up with the cohort lead if it's something more academic that you need support with. 

TVG – Has anyone contacted your CL? Has contact with your CL been different from your PT?

MR – many staff are missing the relationship–building with students, as we now only get to see students in the classroom. 
AY – Adding on the switch from Personal Tutors to Student Advisors, it depersonalises the experience so much more. While we know as hours students our supervisor is meant to adopt that role to an extent as well, it’s frustrating because you’ve been getting to know this one individual for 2 years, who some may have created a very personal relationship as well, and now they’re not here. It feels like losing a mentor for a lot of students.
MR – Some mentorship has certainly been lost, and that was one of the best parts of the job.
KA–W – I agree with the depersonalisation with point. Students miss the tutor, through Covid there was less of staff–student for some it may not feel more awkward to engage. The PT system helped create a connection with lecturers even not seen often. 
With sociology students are getting supervisors this year, we still have some other that connection. Sometimes there is a feeling of students and staff being cog in a machine and less like an individual, it would be nice to add that personalization back.
RM – Have had contact with Nick & Fiona even though we hadn't met them before. I had multiple PTs over 3 years so not the best experience. The personal contact is missed, preferring the more face to face system, this year the supervisor is probable going to be my first point of contact for most things as most things come up naturally in conversation rather than emailing somebody I've never met.
MR – no system is perfect, but it seems that we have shifted quite markedly from one system to another. How many Students Advisers are responsible for, presumably in the hundreds. The most I ever had was 85 and that was really difficult.

ACTION – KB/FK to create and email for students about what the CL/SA roles and responsibilities. ￼
General Feedback

Year 1 –– Feedback via email. 
[bookmark: _Int_q6EqTYVu]Year 2 – VX – Most students enjoy the course and seem to be okay with how they are assessed. There has been some discussion that more tutorials in a week would be helpful, for essay prep, and understanding lecture content. Some students have mentioned that there are so many readings to read before lectures, it causes pressures.

Feedback via Chun–an Chen 
About half of the students think that there should be follow–up recordings of the lectures that are cancelled due to the strike despite the contents will not be in assessments.
Near 70% of the students think that an online meeting link (e.g. zoom or Microsoft Teams) should be provided for tutorials as there may be circumstances in which they cannot participate in the actual tutorial.
Most of the students suggested that there could be accessible sample essays (both satisfactory and exemplary essays) as references and guides. 

MR – in response to these points:
Resources and timetabling are very tight, so the standard model has become 2 hours of lectures and one hour of tutorial in years 1 & 2. We would struggle resource and space wise.
We would like to draw attention to the Student Development Office and the Institute for Academic Development where there are many generic resources available for example, an essay, writing skills, et cetera on time organization skills.

Student Development Office – https://www.sps.ed.ac.uk/students/development–hub/undergraduate
Institute for Academic Development – https://www.ed.ac.uk/institute–academic–development/undergraduate
[bookmark: _Int_P1Zz4hSj][bookmark: _Int_UTmECryG]MR – Hybrid tutorials would likely be resisted, what's the general feedback from other academics, there would be an anticipated drop in attendance for the in-person group. Tutorials may end up completely online and that is not what we’d like. 
The students from years 3 and 4 experienced online and hybrid learning, 

MR – For those who have been on strike, following up recordings would be likely require unpaid work and not realistic.

KA–W – Recordings of lectures after lectures is great especially if you can't attend or are Ill but don’t want things to move online. Online would probably be a move back to COVID–type experiences which were isolating. More interaction and engagement would be beneficial not necessarily more hours but within lectures and tutorials having more discussion, it being more open. 

RM –agrees.

NC – To add a staff perspective, there is a belief that after COVID-19 we have the technology to be hybrid compatible teaching, and while it is possible it is really difficult to do and managing the online attendees and those in–person is hard. It feels like a minor miracle when it works. Regardless of the arguments one way or the other about what is the best teaching model, technologically, we're just not quite there yet and it's somewhat hypothetical as to whether this is even really an option.

MR – agree that hybrid is hard to do and when attending it feels like you are getting a second-best experience you can't catch the nuances of the event. I am very much for the in–person experience or the completely online experience but not the hybrid–type model until we have Star Trek [Star Wars?] holograms. 

AS – As a 3rd year so we had one of the worst experiences when it came to how lectures and tutorials were delivered in the first few years. Online tutorials don’t help, no one talks, and everyone does it to get attendance done. Lectures being recorded though is helpful for people who might have clashes/ ongoing learning difficulties. One of my other courses has in–person lectures that are also recorded which helps a lot. Personally, it’s harder for me to pay full attention in lectures so being able to rewatch or reflect by watching the lecture back was something that helped in my first year.

VX –We had Sociology recordings stopped by a lecturer to drive in–person attendance, this is not ideal for students as those absent for personal reasons and revision. Students think that's an issue.

MR – We had feedback from a department meeting earlier today about this point. The pre–COVID policy around recording lectures was that it was up to particular lectures if they wanted to record lectures, there is lots of debate around the pedagogical value of recorded lectures because whilst it does help people rewatching them it can discourage people from attending, and we did feel that recorded lectures in the past had an impact on attendance. There was also a point about the skill of note-taking being lost. 
People were relying on the recording, so we are going to return to that as a department. The next dept meeting is in January, where we will review that policy 

Action – MR to raise recording lecture policy with staff at next Dept meeting in January

Year 3

KA–W – one of the main themes that came up was interaction, we are wary with assessments and finding them difficult as many not fully understanding content and what is expected in assessments. There is a real lack in confidence with most students. students liked Social Theory lectures as they had a more open discussion format, and there was opportunity to ask more questions was great and having more understanding from the debate and more confidence. It may be that other lecturers might adopt a more seminar style structure going forwards where you hear from students, and it might add to making that personal relationship and then students may feel more confident to ask questions or to analyse the content in different. Students found them more help and then felt better about doing the assessment.

AS agrees with this point. 

MR – We have a limited number of hours in which to teach, room availability makes more interactive teaching and discussion sessions challenging from a teaching space perspective. A lot of the real learning is in discussions, rather than listening. It is a good way to teach in that workshopping/seminar–type approach and it's enjoyable. Do colleagues also find it constraining in terms of timetabling or by the amount of classroom time that we have?
TVG – Agrees.
NC – Thinking about my own courses, the real heart of my courses seems in the tutorials; this is where most discussion is, and this is where the relationships build especially when there are quality interactions. I think we do our best within the systems that we have and the constraints.
MR – I would encourage students to feedback using the course feedback form to include the best bits and the challenging bits of the courses, particularly including the feedback a bit about more discussion. It is tough for a 50 min lecture does go so quickly and there is a lot to cover. We don't want questions to feel disruptive but to be productive. 

TVG –This is what one answer is that’s what tutorials are. Do tutorials fill this requirement, or is it about wanting conversations with the lecturer rather than the tutors? Sometimes I feel our tutorial classes are too small.
[bookmark: _Int_AgExCjVu]KA–W – Tutorials are often based upon a reading, that you will discuss in great depth and that's valuable when everyone has done the reading. But people don’t read absolutely everything in complete detail as it’s a lot of work and I think a lot of students feel very stressed about attending. Lots of people think that if they can't complete the task beforehand, maybe it's not worthwhile going to the tutorial.
I think that's where maybe the lecture would again provide a bit more confidence if it was more engaged, if you hadn't managed to do the reading or understood the reading very well, you would have that knowledge from the lecture, which is often like a day or two before. You may then attend the tutorial; I think it seems to be down to confidence.

Rose – One of my tutorials is 7, this is too small especially since not everyone turns up, you don’t get as much out of a small group. 10–15 is much better. 
MR – I think it could depend on the group too. Sometimes small groups work great, especially with coffee and biscuits and chat that can run away. Other times you are right it's hard to keep the conversation going and you see people getting fed up. 
[bookmark: _Int_gSoSgPV5]TVG – So if tutorials were larger, it wouldn't be such a big problem. We're very seriously thinking about doing this in first year or next year is just having have bigger tutorials, I mean the ideal size might be 12, but as you say because of attendance issues, it's always a smaller group. The ideal side tutorial might be 20. I guess my guess my question is what would be your thoughts about the ideal size for a kind of a discussion-oriented session, whether it's a tutorial or it's a session the full course.
[bookmark: _Int_D8Skdmqc]KA–W – 10 would be about right. It's a hard balance 20 would maybe be a tough space to have discussions in if everyone turned up. But as attendance dwindles so maybe 20 would turn into 5–10 people consistently. I am curious to see if increasing the confidence in the content would more people would attend. 
AS – It really depends on the tutor. I've had amazing conversations in tutorials with 3 people as well as 10. Enthusiasm is so contagious that even when you don't feel confident in your knowledge you feel you can still contribute.

Year 4

Rose – Most feedback is related to MAB, and the close proximity of deadlines. 
Specifically, the dissertation. Dissertations are due 7th of December, and everyone’s finals are due 4th, 5th, and 6th of December. In my case I was considering applying for an extension where I could submit after my dissertation deadline, but this would only give me one extra day now that they have been reduced, which is a whole separate issue making the situation a bit worse. It’s not really how extensions are supposed to be used but sometimes you need to be strategic.
[bookmark: _Int_7VO25Qcr][bookmark: _Int_0MJAwk7D][bookmark: _Int_qPJdrqES]In general, we like the delivery of the dissertation course, they are enjoyable and really helpful. It’s been really nice to have a bit more contact but we would like a bit more contact this year. More seminars or workshops focusing on things like writing skills, how to write a dissertation and the process. Some more consistent contact would be good. 
Friends in anthropology have seminars and workshops and stuff for their dissertation, which I think could be helpful, they have weekly contact and talk about writing skills which I think would be beneficial to people because that's something we've had to kind of find on our own a lot. We've been taught how to do interviews and make surveys but not the actual writing process, and I understand that that's not something you can teach in advance
There is not enough information for combined degree students about how the dissertations work. An email at the end of the second year would be great to outline what preparation is needed, course causes etc specific to the combined degree. There has been some confusion for those on the combined degrees.

MR – The feedback about deadlines is understandable. Due to students selecting different optional courses it's not always the case that students only two deadlines anymore, particularly those on joint programmes. In the past we have trialled a January deadline for the Dissertation, but many weren’t happy with people as it spread over the winter break. We could do something to split the deadlines, to put some more distance between the long essay deadline and the project deadline. We have already announced the deadline for one cohort, but we could probably relook at that.
 
ACTION – MR to review specific guidelines relating to deadlines for dissertation projects with the hope of moving the December deadlines further apart. 
KA–W – Thinking of deadlines and extensions there have been a lot of complaints. It’s a mainstream adjustment that assessment details be provided at the start of a semester. And there is a lot to organise and coordinate between other courses, even more so around the strikes but a lot of students wish they could start the semester with deadlines, instructions, and resources before they start. It would reduce the number of extensions.
The majority of students do not like that the extension length has decreased from 7 days to 4. 

MR – Regarding the extensions, this is a school policy, decided further up the chain. This point could be added to the possible meeting with John Harries. Extension policy to review.
Deadlines should be published at the beginning of the semester. When you're choosing a course, when you're in week one or week two of the semester, you're able to very clearly see when my coursework is. For some students, that would be an important part of in in in choosing a course and thinking about deadlines and how they manage them.
ACTION – MR to review deadlines. MR to set up meeting with reps with the deputy head of school on issues around feedback and marking that could also discuss the change to the policy on extensions.
ACTION – Reps to go back to other reps and talk about the issues we talked about. Including if we want to have question-and-answer session and include extensions?
ACTION – MR to raise at staff meeting just to make sure that everyone's on the same page regarding deadlines. 
MR – We have tried before to have extra session e.g. chat about methodology but literally no one came. There’s currently an issue that we have students saying they want more but not attending these extra sessions/offerings. We will explore adding extra sessions but if people don't turn up, I will cancel them. It probably couldn't be every week because usually I've got two cohorts to juggle. Every fortnight would be realistic. 

Thank you to everyone for attending and contributing either verbally or in writing. 

Date of next meeting: TBC

ACTION –MR – Bring biscuits possibly chocolate ones to the next meeting.

