PIR SSLC Semester 2 Minutes 23/24

	Date: 19.03.24
	Time & Location: 2-3pm, CMB Violet Laidlaw Room

	Chair: Dr Patrick Theiner, DUGT PIR
	Minute Taker: Alex Dysart and Natalie Stroud, PIR Student Advisers

	Introduction

PT reported back on some updates from sem1 SSLC:

Queries about how to contact your fellow students to gather feedback: Reps should contact Student Advisers at student.sps@ed.ac.uk, we can distribute through mailing lists.

Course options: PIR will now have a record number of honours courses offered for next year - 67 courses, which will correspond to around 3000 places on courses.

Year 1 raised wanting feedback on tips for writing essays; we’ve tried to factor that in to our Cohort Meetings going forward.

Year 2 raised feedback on IPDA, which we passed on to Course Organiser. It’s now week 9 and hopefully you’ve felt better supported.

Year 3 raised queries on which honours courses were oversubscribed/available, it was unclear. PT has since spoken to UG Teaching Office, and they’ve promised to look into a traffic light system going forward, which would give a clearer indication which courses are full or not.

Year 4 asked for support during Dissertation process, which was fed back to Dissertation Convenor. You should’ve had a few more sessions since your poster session, but if you still feel like there’s not enough sessions please let us know.


	Pre-honours Issues raised

Year 1: A lot of students are upset about Political Thinkers not being recorded. Students missing for genuine reasons are anxious about catching up with dense material. Also concerned about the lack of example essays, students found it difficult to figure out how to structure essays.






Could PIRPALS sessions be promoted more? Political Thinkers doesn’t seem widely attended, so sem2 doesn’t seem advertised well.

International Law Ordinary (sem1) – The exam paper was misprinted, so Law have created an optional resit in May. Students are upset about communication with Law. Students have spoken with Head of SPS. Who do we raise Law issues with?

Students find PIR1B lecture materials are mixed (some are nicely dispersed, and others aren’t). The lectures are recorded which is appreciated. Students found the tutorial participation grading criteria is unclear so are not sure how it’s marked. Could revision questions be added to test knowledge on each theme?
Some PIR students are taking part in the Internal Programme Review, and the feedback from that so far is that condensing PIR 1A and B into one semester could be appropriate, the material seems too basic. It’s the opposite for Political Thinkers – too much material in one semester, could this be split up over two semesters, or more tutorials introduced per week. 
Maybe an option could be to have PIR1A and B more progressive, with B being harder and more technical, and less introductory.

Year 2:

IRIL students loved the Public Law course compared to Scottish Legal System, as it felt more relevant to the degree. Students feel there’s not enough IL courses/topics. There are certain Law courses that they should open up for those on IRIL degree (rather than limiting for Law LLB students). It’s a fight to get onto Law courses, it shouldn’t be this hard and have LLB students prioritised when we are a joint degree. We are treated like secondary citizens. 

IRIL degree is not easily accessible on the Uni’s main website [as it’s being phased out], so it doesn’t sound credible as a degree. We can’t pass on information to employers/future study etc, you can’t link to this degree anywhere. It’s not professional. 


Students have complained about IPDA, they dislike the course. It would be interesting if there could be a qualitative data course and a quantitative course offered to give students an element of choice. A lot of students found little value in the tutorials, though the lectures are amazing. The tutorials could be done at home, taking half the time of the actual tutorial. Some of the tutors are not very helpful at resolving the issues. 

Exchange students (eg Spanish and Politics) are unsure about what courses they can/should take. Generally, students would like more guidance on choosing honours courses.

Students noted conflicting opinions on the academic level of pre-honours. Some feel it’s a waste of time as it’s too introductory, with not enough politics courses offered and so want more compulsory courses. Other opinions completely against this, and appreciate the level it is pitched at.

	PT addresses initial points:

I would also like to see that Political Thinkers has their lectures recorded for disability support and general academic reasons. I have spoken to the course organiser previously regarding the existing no-recording policy and am waiting to hear back. There may be good reasons not to record [PT discusses Uni’s opt-out policy] but we appreciate people can’t attend for various reasons. 
The reason for not sharing essay examples is that students often follow them too closely and don’t try to answer the question in their own unique style.




PT: DUGT in Law. I will also speak with John Devaney (Head of SPS) and the Law school.





Thanks, that’s really useful feedback. Courses need calibrated over time, and can change depending on who’s teaching each year. It’s very hard to impose course changes particularly as they’ve just changed recently. It’s more likely that we can change the content to make it slightly harder, more complex. We will consider this.
In previous years the feedback was that the PIR intro course was too condensed, so it was split up into two. It feels like either option is a concern! Pitching it right in the middle for those who have never studied PIR before is difficult (vs those who’ve done related topics in high school). 








I agree with these points, but our hands are tied for certain elements. Law say that they don’t have enough people teaching International Law. We’ve told them we don’t agree with the current compulsory courses and would like to see a change. They introduced some courses specifically for IRIL students, but haven’t gone further yet. 



Alex Dysart: The Degree Programme Table is always archived on DRPS so you may be able to send this info to people, even if it’s not listed on the main website as a degree that students can apply for.



I will feed this back to the Course Organiser.










Also good points, I will feed back on those to the department.


	Honours Issues raised

Year 3:

Most students are feeling positive about courses. In particular great feedback raised for Elite and Mass Political Behaviour.
As with Pre-Hons, Honours students also raise complaints about courses not being recorded. 

Students would like to see more compulsory tutorial participation marks to help improve tutorial attendance as small groups don’t feel worthwhile. Students are persuaded more to participate in tutorials if it’s graded, and people actually show up and have an active discussion.

Year abroad students feeling left out, that the politics year abroad assignment is not well coordinated. 

Some upset with Cohort Lead/Student Adviser introduction (Politics mentioned). SA fine, but CH not as interactive.

Can Exams be more spread out rather than grouped together in May?

Many assignments set for April 22nd so it’s made preparation for them very challenging. Can they be spaced out? 







Year 4:

Some students have highlighted some honours class assignment deadlines are on the same day as the Dissertation deadline. 

The Dissertation handbook is good but it’s not helpful for those doing quants-themed dissertations. It feels like one-size-fits-all guidance, and a basic booklet with that guidance is good but feels like students don’t realise they can vary from that guidance. Maybe several paths suggested in the guidance would be helpful.

People who’ve had split supervisors are struggling. More communication about that would be helpful.


Several students reached out to supervisor and didn’t get response. It would be good if supervisor reaches out to all students by Sept to chase up students they haven’t heard from etc.

People feel the dissertation deadline is early, and that the staff also don’t agree with deadline but feels like no ownership is taken over who sets the deadline etc. 

The marking scheme makes it very difficult to get high 70s. Some clarity on the marking criteria/marking rubrics would be good, how we can improve marks. Can students get an 80 or higher in practice?

Lack of structured teaching and constructive feedback over the years. Finding out how you can fill those gaps (eg essay writing, skills deficit) would be helpful. 

Courses: making course selection process easier is wanted, especially in year 4 when courses really matter. 

	









I agree, we need more consistency on tutorial marking, and criteria.
















This is due to April 22nd being the last possible deadline available that the Course Organiser can set. COs are trying to be nice and choose the latest date for students, but then ultimately all the deadlines fall on the same day! More generally, there are 67 honours courses so having spaced out deadlines is impossible - there will be overlap, and it also depends on which courses students have signed up for.



That sounds odd, and I will look into it.



That’s a great point, I’ll feedback to Ben Coulson [PIR Dissertations Convenor].






This should be a rare situation, usually if someone is sick or on sabbatical (away for one semester), and usually only done if that person is the ideal supervisor. I’ll check with Ben.

Advisors are already told to do this. Please notify myself and Ben of any particular staff member for follow-up.


I’ll check with Ben about that. But a partial answer is that dissertations take longer to mark, so needs to be set earlier than a standard course deadline.

You can, but it's not common. A mark of 8- or higher should be able to be published.




The Institute for Academic Development would be the place that I would refer people too.

	Close
We didn’t have time to discuss PIR Families today. Sophie (Year 2 Rep) would like to discuss and collect feedback via a survey. PT to Reps: please encourage people to complete this survey when it comes, we really need a good amount of feedback to help get this off the ground.

PT thanked everyone for coming and for their contributions. 
	







Please email feedback/queries to dugt@ed.ac.uk






