Student-Staff Liaison Committee: Politics and International Relations UG
Agenda 
 
Date/time of SSLC meeting:  5 November at 2pm-3:30pm

Venue: EFI, Room 1.55
 
1. Welcome and apologies 

2. Report back on action points from previous meeting(s) 

3. Discussion:

· Teaching structure and approach (lectures, tutorials, support for alternative innovative teaching models like the ‘flipped classroom’)
· Assessment (innovative assessment types like oral assessment, reflective assessment, AI use in assessment activities, timing versus the quality of feedback in large prehonours courses)
· Cohort building (SDO support, cuts to student development budgets, cohort leads as academic advisors and new Director of Students in PIR)
· AI guidance: University guidance and use in prehonours versus honours courses
· AI skills building versus learning about the pedagogical and sociopolitical / environmental impacts of AI in the Classroom
· PIR skills framework in year 1 (topics of need and interest, building up to year 4)


4. AOB


5. Details of next meeting -sem 2
 

Action Tracker 

Attendees:  
Chair: Dr Julia Calvert
Staff: Dr Ben Coulson, Ms Cristina Roman, Mr Liam McNulty, Mr Alexander Dysart
Student Reps:
	Ross Hume
Sharanya Datta

	Shresht Siddharth

	Ralph Fortmann

	Grant VanderKolk

	Xinran Zhang

	Andrew Ross-Oliver

	Rachaek Doan

	Max Herschlein

	Theodore Westcott

	Sara Monguzzi

	Logan McKinnon

	Jana Alramahi

	Eva Biny 

	Noor al kharusi

	Amber Bennett 

	Alex Daniels

	Casilda Abarca



Apologies: 
 
	No. 
	Query / concern context 
	Response / action  
	Assigned to 
	Comment on progress towards completion   
	Date completed 

	 1 
	Slides are often not available ahead of lectures 
	It can be a challenge to ensure all are aware that this is required, but it’s an important provision of the Accessible and Inclusive Learning Policy.  
Subject area staff will be reminded of the importance of this. Will also speak to the COs of courses highlighted. 
	J. Bloggs 
	Update 02/12: new staff hadn’t been aware, materials now hopefully being uploaded in line with policy. Teaching Committee will keep under review.    
	 02/12 – but will keep under review 

	  
	[bookmark: _Hlk213251097][REP]
I would like to see seminars in years 1 or 2. If, for example, a student were to go on JYA, they would only get to experience seminars in year 4.
	[JC] 
There are a lot of logistical issues relating to seminars. Room space and staffing availability are the main limiting factors. Course size is also difficult; offering a seminar structure to a course of 600 wouldn’t be possible. JC inquired as to whether students wanted more contact time with staff. They affirmed that was the case. 
	 JC will continue to communicate to PIR Teaching Committee and SPS Education Committee the importance of providing small classroom sizes, and contact time with staff in teaching planning and course design. 
	 
	  

	  
	[REP]Julia asked whether students would support the idea of moving to prerecorded lectures if that enabled the delivery of new teaching models. Students agreed that in person lectures were important for maintaining structure and mental health. A Rep raised the idea of offering two tutorial hours per course. 
	[bookmark: _Hlk213251333] JC thanked students for their input and explained SPS efforts to think about innovative teaching models to replace the lecture-tutorial format. 
	  JC will continue to work with School committees on the redesign of teaching models and will communicate student preferences for in person lectures and additional contact time with staff.
	 
	  

	  
	[REP] The UG courses feel uninspired. They are too heavily theory-based in years 1 and 2. Exciting times like elections aren’t covered as they happen, and it feels like a missed opportunity from the school.
This pertained to PIR1b for example. 
	JC and BC agreed on the importance of connecting course material to world events and key developments to help students round theory to practice. 
	  BC take into consideration preference for topical issues and theory-to-practice lectures in the redesign of PIR1a and PIR1b. We will continue to emphasize to staff the importance of connecting academic debates and course material to world events as a matter of best practice
	 
	  

	  
	[REP] I feel scammed for what I pay versus the number of contact hours I receive. This is very noticeable compared to the USA.

	 JC Spoke about the differences between higher education in the US (based on a model of 5 courses per year, 3 hrs per course) and the UK model (often between 2 to 4 courses per year, 2 hrs per course). PIR is sensitive to demand for more contact time with staff. JC spoke about the ways in which PIR has expanded informal opportunities, e.g. through cosponsoring the PIR-EPU Stoa Series.
	  Julia will work with the incoming Director of Students to enhance and / or maintain opportunities for informal networking between staff and students, e.g. through student society events and the PIR-EPU Stoa Series. Cuts to student development funding will factor in, but where possible we will safeguard opportunities for student-staff events
	 
	  

	  
	[REP]
Year 1 and 2 courses often have many contributors; this can work well when everyone knows what each person has discussed and covered, but it doesn’t work when the same topic is repeated.
	JC thanked students for raising this point. She and BC spoke about PIR efforts to redesign core courses to add consistency to teaching team

	JC and BC will report back to student reps how they are designing core teaching teams for prehonours courses for further discussion. 
	 
	  

	  
	 [REP] In year 1, I notice a lot of inconsistency in the quality of tutors (PIR1A in particular). Some tutors engage in really great discussions, while others hardly get a conversation started. The tutors can sometimes have poor language skills, making communication difficult.
	  [The point was taken under advisement by the staff present]

	 JC and BC will continue to enhance the training we provide to tutors at the subject area level and will advocate for a strategic approach to tutor training focused on skills building at SPS Level. 
	 
	  

	
	[REP] On the topics of contact hours. In year 1, we had a dinner and it was fantastic. It’s now gone for year 1 students and not offered for any other years. As a senior student, I would love to have a yearly dinner or at least be given one more opportunity to attend a similar function. I look back on my year 1 dinner as one of the best events of my time as a student in this department.
Could we get students to pay for the entire dinner if that would allow us to have another one?
	[JC] The dinner is still running but only at year one level. Due to budget cuts we can only offer it to PIR students (not joint degree students). If you would like to fight to keep this event please email us with support. A cost of £50 pp would exclude a lot of students, and therefore it isn’t equitable to run an un-funded event like this.
	JC will continue to advocate in subject area and SPS for the continuation of the PIR Year 1 Dinner however funding cuts may restrict our ability to offer the event in the future. 
	
	

	
	[REP]
Could we be offered tutor contact drop-in sessions? Students could drop by, or could we offer PIR PALS
	[JC] welcomed ideas on how to enhance student support and engagement with staff, including tutors. She underlined guidance and feedback time with COs and tutors
	JC and BC will follow up with PIR Peer Pals to see how we can enhance their offer. We welcome further ideas from student reps on how we can support them.
	
	

	
	[REP]
Some other universities offer a full-year course instead of 2 x 20-credit courses. Could we look into this for more consistency across teaching (too much similar theory teaching)?
	[JC] recognised that 40 credit courses are used in other Schools, as in Economics. However, 40 credit courses do not ensure consistency in teaching necessarily. Failing a 40-credit course makes it very difficult for students to catch up. 
[BC] Without a solid theoretical foundation, it would just be a discussion down at the local pub.
	BC will work to encourage further alignment and consistency across PIR1a and PIR1b as we redesign those courses for next year. 
	
	

	
	[REP]
Theories of IR is a particularly well-structured theories course in terms of offering a theory-based lecture and then applying theory to world events in the following lecture. Pol thinkers is also well-structured. Students aren't against theories, just the way they're delivered.
	[JC]
Is this a PIR 1A & 1B specific issue?

[REP]
Yes mostly
	BC will take these points on board as he redesigns PIR1b. 

JC and BC will take this point to PIR Teaching Committee to reflect on as we redesign PIR1a and 1b for 2026/27. 
	
	

	
	[JC]
 If the university moved to a new structure where students watch the lectures at home and then discuss them in class, would that be a good idea?
	[REPS]
Students were against it. They said it wouldn’t drive engagement. What's the point of coming to university? 

[REP]It feels like a Youtube channel. What's the point of coming?

[REP]
We tried this in high school. It didn’t work. We started watching videos at double speed and then eventually stopped watching them.

[REP]
The only good application of this idea would be to offer it before the year begins to get background context ahead of teaching. 

[REP]
If this was an optional thing, then yes, but it shouldn't be mandatory.
Or if we used videos as a reading substitute. If whatever change you offer doesn't increase contact time with staff, it won’t work.
	JC will take this feedback to SPS discussions on designing innovative teaching models. 
	
	

	
	[JC] In our large courses, we have up to 15 tutors, and it's common for marking to be spread across this number of staff. There is also an inherent disparity in their abilities. We find it challenging to complete marking within the three-week turnaround timeframe. What's more important to you: quality feedback or quick turnaround?


	[REP]
I believe feedback is especially valuable in Year 1 when you’re still adjusting to writing university essays. Since PPE requires switching between different writing styles, feedback helps me improve in that specific course or subject. However, feedback is often vague, simply saying 'improve'—but what does that mean? How can I improve if it's not clear which areas need work? It would be helpful to have quick feedback for mid-term assessments and more detailed, comprehensive feedback for finals because there's a long break between semesters, making immediate feedback less critical. On a positive note, I’ve never encountered a tutor who wouldn't provide more feedback if I approached them and requested it.
	JC will take this feedback to PIR Teaching Committee and to SPS Education Committee meetings to inform discussions on marking turnaround and marking guidance. 
	
	

	
	[BC] We notice that many students do not review feedback. Could we provide brief feedback and give students the option to speak to a tutor for more detailed information?
	[REP]
BC’s comment about students not opening feedback convinces me that it would be better to give the tutors more time to improve the quality of feedback so that students want to open and read it. They don’t read it because it is not worth reading.

[JC]
First-year tutors can take a long time to read an essay and they often exceed their paid time. A longer turnaround may help us to improve their training and strike a better balance.

	JC will take this feedback to PIR Teaching Committee and to SPS Education Committee meetings to inform discussions on marking turnaround and marking guidance
	
	

	
	[REP]
Could we organise a start-of-year session for students where things like formatting and the basics are explained? Can we get a handbook?
	[JC] asked how many students read the guidance that was already available online to students, such as in the UG handbook.
[REPs] No one had read it. 

	JC will continue to think about how to advertise existing materials and encourage uptake amongst students. 
	
	

	
	[JC]
Should we offer SSLC earlier so that reps can share important info with the class?
	[REP]
I would like to have 2 SSLC meetings per semester (beginning and end).
	JC will liaise with new Director of Students Alan Convery to arrange two SSLC meetings in S2. We will discuss again a new consultation model for 2026/27.
	
	

	
	[REP]
Employers can't Google IR and international law. Employers don’t think the degree exists.
	[JC]
We’re phasing out this degree, therefore we cannot advertise it. 
	JC welcomed further discussion with the REPs on how we can support signalling the value of degrees to potential employers, particularly where degrees have closed. 
	
	

	
	[REP]
In ‘IPE’ there is a 2 hour timed essay. What is the intention of that form of assessment, vs the course ‘Mind Matter and Language’, where we have 3 days. It feels like we aren’t able to show our full essay writing skills in such a  short amount of time, and it causes stress.
I know a good student who only answered 1 exam question and managed to pass despite this. How is that a fair assessment of his ability?

[REP]
In some courses, two hours is too short a time to complete three questions during exams. I prefer an end-of-term essay.

[REP]
Exams can effectively encourage students to attend classes regularly throughout the term and prevent them from focusing only on content from a single week. I support the use of exams.

[REP]
Exams feel unrewarding and don't seem to accurately assess what we've learned.

[REP]
I also like exams; could we be allowed to bring in a crib sheet like other courses?

[REP]
There doesn't seem to be as many exams in year 3 and 4. Years 1 and 2 had a better mix. Can we reintroduce this at the higher levels?
	[JC]
Did you take exams in high school? More CO’s are leaning towards in-person exams, especially with the rise of AI. DLSS can provide adjustments to students who may need support. Exams help students practice a different set of skills than essay writing, such as the need to process large amounts of information and to articulate a response to a question on that information in a short time frame. 

[JC]
Switching to all essay-based coursework could result in students having too many deadlines simultaneously. Providing exams helps distribute the workload more evenly throughout the semester.
	JC and BC will take feedback on exams as an assessment type to PIR Teaching Committee for discussion. They will liaise with course organisers to emphasize importance of communicating the objectives of assessment types. 
	
	

	
	[JC]
How many of you use AI? 

[Lots of hands were  raised]
	[REP]
I use AI to check grammar, filter research (I want good readings specific to my essay). 

[REP]
I use it to find sources and to see if my essay is good. I don’t feel like AI is making much of a difference. 

[REP]
I use AI for guidance on essay writing, especially as a non-English speaker.

[REP]
 For a policy brief, it’s a different style of writing, and I get AI to give me examples (rather than speaking to the overworked tutors).
	
	
	

	
	[JC]
Do you find the PIR AI guidance to be helpful?
	[REP]
I’m unsure how to reference ChatGPT. I don’t know what the tutor's opinion on AI is, and I'm worried that if I cite it, I might be marked down because they don’t approve of it.

	JC will continue to work with the PIR Teaching Committee and individual course organisers to enhance the guidance provided to students on the use of AI in the classroom.
	
	

	
	[JC]
Some course organisers are incorporating AI in their assessments? How do you feel about this?
	[REP]
I had a course last year where we created a presentation and AI was used to help with this. I liked it, but it was only worth 20% of the grade, so I can’t really say. I wouldn’t mind seeing more of this type of assessment (critique of CHAT GPT output for example).
	[JC and BC will take this into consideration]
	
	

	
	[JC]
Would you feel comfortable with the course organiser allowing students to use AI for brainstorming?
	[REP]
I’m all for it. How is this different from talking with a human and getting ideas from them?

[REP]
I don't see the point in pretending AI isn’t out there. It’s in jobs, the government, etc. Let’s embrace it.
	JC will follow up with further discussion on this at the next SSLC. Julia welcomed further thoughts on this issue and others via email from REPs.
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	



