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UNIVERSITY OF ULSTER 
 
TEACHING AND LEARNING COMMITTEE 
19 June 2013 
 
REPORT FROM WORKING GROUP ON TIMETABLING 
 
Background  
 

A Working Group was established in 2010 at the behest of the Senate with a remit to 
review central timetabling with reference to its impact on student attendance, student 
engagement and student performance. 

In June 2010 the Working Group presented a draft of ‘Guiding Principles’ to Teaching and 
Learning Committee which would assist course/subject committees in planning Year 1 
schedule in ways that supported student transition. 

In March 2011 the Group presented its final report to Teaching and Learning Committee. 
The Guiding Principles for Timetabling (Summary in APPENDIX 1) were outlined and a 
series of statements and illustrations were provided to develop a culture of good practice 
in timetabling based on efficiency, flexibility and a student centred approach. The Group 
recommended a review after three years (2014/15). 

Teaching and Learning Committee asked the Working Group to reconvene in 18 months 
and to report on how well the principles had been adopted and to make any 
recommendations regarding implementation. 

Working Group   

The Working Group was reconstituted and met on two separate occasions between 
January and April 2013. Each faculty was entitled to representation and there was also 
input from a Director of Combined Studies to provide a cross-faculty perspective. The 
Department of Physical Resource was represented by the Timetabling Officer and student 
views were represented by the Vice-President of the Students’ Union. 

Additional background work was undertaken to provide evidence to support the Working 
Group and this continued between meetings.  

Outcome 

In assessing impact, the Working Group reflected on the views of the membership for each 
of the principles in turn. A significant observation was that Ulster’s Student satisfaction with 
timetable efficiency is consistently higher than the sector average. Furthermore the picture 
at Ulster is improving and in 2012 satisfaction was at its highest level in the period under 
review1.  

                                                      
1 Appendix 2: National Student Survey Summary (2008-12) 
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PROGRESS - Some Observations 

Principle 1 The University seeks to enhance the student experience through the 
development of a ‘student- focussed’ timetable.  

The Group noted that Ulster’s performance in the National Student Survey question 
relating to timetable (See Appendix 2) was good. In each of the last five years satisfaction 
with the timetable at Ulster was higher than across the sector. It was felt that this was 
extremely positive and that it agreed that it was essential that Ulster continues to outscore 
the sector.  

The Timetabling Officer indicated that he was most willing to work with those 
schools/courses whose NSS scores for this question were disappointing. He believed that 
he could provide them with individualised support to help them improve their timetabling 
operations. 

It was considered that in order to ensure that timetables remain high on the agenda of 
course teams, individual Faculties/Schools should be encouraged to hold regular Student 
Focus Groups to discuss timetabling issues and consider possible enhancements. These 
focus groups will also provide an opportunity to remind parties of the constraints.  

The Group noted that the availability of facilities such as catering and public transport 
impacted on the student experience of timetabling. This had particular impact when 
activities were timetabled in the evening. As a consequence it was likely that part-time 
(and perhaps postgraduate) students were disproportionately affected. 

Finally, it is suggested that timetabling staff be encouraged to highlight how the Guiding 
Principles for Timetabling have had a positive impact on their operations. Any good 
practice could be identified and shared with others. A suitable vehicle for this might be the 
Programme Management System. 

Principle 2 Students should receive their confirmed timetable schedules in good time. 

It was noted that there are still some issues in relation to the definition of ‘early’ when it 
came to preparing timetables for students. Consequently it would be better to have a clear 
picture of when information was required. The Timetabling Officer suggested that as much 
accurate information as possible for Semester 1 should be received by the end of May.  

Last minute changes to the timetables were most unsatisfactory and not well received by 
the student body. This was especially true when students had access to a provisional 
timetable for several weeks and may have been planning activities (such as part-time work 
and child care) around this provisional timetable. It was considered that late changes were 
not only disruptive but also often the main reason for dissatisfaction with a timetable. 

It was noted that The Timetabling Officer requested that all late changes be authorised by 
the Head of School.  
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Principle 3 Student timetables should be considered by the Course/Subject 
Committee and confirmed as ‘appropriate’ to the demands of the course. 

Timetables should be considered at Course/Subject Committee level (or by the 
Course/Subject Director as Chair of the Course/Subject Committee). The Timetabling 
Officer confirmed that timetabling problems appeared to have decreased and this was 
partly due to increased review at School/Course level as well as improved communication 
channels with the Timetabling Office.  

The Group noted that timetabling for new first year students was particularly challenging 
and that early agreement of timetables for these groups contributed to a positive student 
experience. The Student Focus Groups alluded to under Principle 1 would be useful in this 
regard. 

Principle 4  All students should be offered a broadly comparable experience. 

This principle was reaffirmed and it was considered that Faculties had been working to 
ensure a broadly similar experience for all students.  

The incorporation of a short introductory session entitled “Understanding and Interpreting 
and your Timetable” at Induction was identified as Good Practice. This was especially 
important for courses with complex timetables (e.g. multiple small-group tutorial sessions). 
It was noted that many Course teams already did provide such a session and students 
found these valuable. 

Cross comparison of student experience is difficult as each School or Faculty may have 
different teaching and learning strategies reflecting their different disciplines. Hence, for 
example, some courses might be heavily timetabled and others less so. The Induction 
session alluded to above could also be used to explain this to students. 

Principle 5 There should be clearly defined channels of communication between the 
Academic Schools/Subjects and Central Timetabling with all parties 
engaging in a positive manner recognising the constraints under which 
each operates under.  

Schools/Departments (UBS) are, in general, identifying and adhering to an agreed line of 
communication between the School and the Timetabling staff. This has had a positive 
impact on the introduction and implementation of the Guiding Principles.  

As a result of improved defined channels of communication there have been less 
problematic situations involving individual requests. If a member of staff contacts the 
Timetabling Officer directly with a timetabling matter there is a strict procedure in place 
and the member of staff would immediately be referred back to their nominated contact 
and/or Head of School. 
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The Timetabling Officer confirmed that staff can request “read only” access2 to the 
timetabling software (currently Syllabus Plus) and this allows them to investigate potential 
solutions. They can then be discussed further with the Timetabling Officer. Timetabling 
staff had commented on the facility of “read only” access and said this was a great asset to 
them. 

It was noted that there is a significant amount of expertise and good practice in the various 
schools and departments. It was felt strongly by the Working Group that Faculties and 
Schools should have a Succession Management Policy with regard to timetabling practice. 
It is suggested that each Faculty documents their working arrangements for timetabling. 
This documentation would include information on timetabling at course level, resolving 
clashes, clear understanding of the communication lines between School and Timetabling 
Officer.  

Principle 6 Resources should be deployed in an efficient and effective manner. 

It is difficult to get metrics as to whether resources are being deployed in an efficient and 
effective manner. It was noted that there were metrics that Physical Resources were 
required to operate and that these are available. 

It was noted that early planning for Belfast was essential and it was pleasing to note that 
some initial information gathering and basic simulations were already taking place. Indeed 
as Learning Space becomes more flexible, there will be additional challenges for the 
timetabling staff.  

In moving forward it was considered that all timetabling staff in the schools/departments 
should be trained in the use of the timetabling software (currently Syllabus+). The 
experience of those already using the software is most positive and brings with it 
significant additional advantages. The centre is happy to provide timetabling staff with 
access to this software and read-only access to the live data. 

Overbooking of resources was discussed and this is clearly undesirable. Overbooking not 
only attracts a cost to Schools but also disrupts plans for efficient utilisation of resources. It 
is essential than any overbooking of facilities is addressed as soon as possible 

  

                                                      
2 Changes can only be made by the Timetabling Officer 
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Recommendations for the Committee’s Consideration 

1. NSS 
Courses with National Student Survey results should undertake an investigation to see 
what the underlying issues are. The Timetabling Officer indicated that he was most 
willing to work with these courses and provide them with extra support to help them 
improve their timetabling operations. 
 

2. Student Focus Groups 
Individuals Faculties/Schools/Courses are encouraged to hold regular Student Focus 
Groups to discuss timetabling issues and consider possible enhancements and 
refinements. These focus groups will also provide an opportunity to remind parties of 
the constraints.  
 

3. Reflection & Good Practice 
Timetabling staff be encouraged to highlight how the Guiding Principles for Timetabling 
have had a positive impact on their operations. Any good practice in relation to 
Timetabling should be identified and shared with others. A suitable vehicle for this 
might be the Programme Management System. 
 

4. Time Frame 
Late changes to schedule are often the main reason for dissatisfaction with a timetable. 
The Timetabling Officer should be supplied with as much accurate information as 
possible by the date requested in correspondence.  
 

5. Induction 
The incorporation of a short introductory session entitled “Understanding and 
Interpreting your Timetable” as part of Induction was identified as Good Practice. This 
was especially important for courses with complex timetables (e.g. multiple small-group 
tutorial sessions). 
 

6. Software 
In moving forward it was felt that all timetabling staff in the schools/departments should 
be trained in the use of the timetabling software (currently Syllabus+). This was likely to 
become increasingly important as the Jordanstown campus relocates to Belfast. 
 

7. Succession Management 
Faculties and Schools should have a Succession Management Policy with regard to 
timetabling practice. It is suggested that each Faculty documents their working 
arrangements for timetabling.  
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CONCLUSIONS 

The Principles have been well embraced by all but some work still needs to be done. 
There are additional challenges further down the line but the Central Timetablers appear to 
be well prepared for this.  

A number of Additional Recommendations have been identified and these should provide 
an opportunity for teams to enhance their timetabling practices.  
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APPENDIX 1 

 

GUIDING PRINCIPLES 

 

Ulster’s six Guiding Principles are summarised as follows: 

1. The University seeks to enhance the student experience through the development 
of a ‘student- focussed’ timetable.  

2. Students should receive their confirmed timetable schedules in good time. 

3. Student timetables should be considered by the Course/Subject Committee and 
confirmed as ‘appropriate’ to the demands of the course. 

4. All students should be offered a broadly comparable experience. 

5. There should be clearly defined channels of communication between the Academic 
Schools/Subjects and Central Timetabling with all parties engaging in a positive 
manner recognising the constraints under which each operates under.  

6. Resources should be deployed in an efficient and effective manner. 
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APPENDIX 2 

 

National Student Survey  Summary (2008-12) 

 

Q.13  The timetable works efficiently as far as my activities are concerned. 

Year of  

Survey 

Ulster  

Satisfaction 

Sector  

Average 

Difference  

(±) 

2008 81% 78% +3% 

2009 81% 77% +4% 

2010 80% 78% +2% 

2011 81% 79% +2% 

2012 83% 80% +3% 
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APPENDIX 3 

 

Provisional Room Use for Semester 1, 2013/14 

Figure are on a by School/Department basis and are based on hours requested. 
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Comment 

The following tables have been recorded as an example of the room use at each of the campuses. 

 

Each table should be interpreted as follows (using the Belfast campus figures as an example): 

1. Each of the Schools/Departments (or other identified entities) that have a presence on the 
BELFAST campus is recorded in the LEFT HAND COLUMN. 
 

2. For each day of the week, the number of hours requested in SEMESTER 1 is recorded in the 
appropriate cell.  

a. Architecture & Design have requested 18 hours on the Monday, 31 hours on the 
Tuesday etc. 

b. Art & Design have requested 53 hours on the Monday, 65 hours on the Tuesday etc. 
 

3. The TOTAL NUMBER OF HOURS REQUESTED by a particular School/Department is 
identified in the second last column. 

a. Hence Architecture & Design have requested 111 hours during the week. 
 

4. The final column reflects the percentage use of rooms by the School/Department.  
a. The total number of room hours requested at Belfast is 618. 
b. Architecture and Design have requested a total of 111 hours. 
c. The percentage total requested by Architecture & Design is calculated as 111/618 

which is 10% of the total room use at Belfast. 
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BELFAST Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday Total Total (%) 

Architecture & Design 18 31 18 37 7 111 18.0% 

Art and Design 53 65 21 46 19 204 33.0% 

English History and Politics 0 7 0 4 0 11 1.8% 

Hospitality & Tourism Management 44 50 28 61 33 216 35.0% 

Irish Language and Literature 12 25 24 3 0 64 10.4% 

School of Modern Languages 6 0 0 6 0 12 1.9% 

 TOTAL 133 178 91 157 59 618 100.0% 
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COLERAINE Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday Total Total (%) 

Department of Hospitality & Tourism Management 30 16 17 19 33 115 6.2% 

School of Biomedical Sciences 73 77 45 99 54 348 18.7% 

School of Business, Retail and Financial Services 43 54 33 35 29 194 10.4% 

School of Computing & Information Engineering 35 35 42 17 35 164 8.8% 

School of Education 32 31 22 19 7 111 6.0% 

School of English and History 30 53 12 49 7 151 8.1% 

School of Environmental Sciences 36 37 36 51 28 188 10.1% 

School of Irish Language and Literature 10 5 0 8 0 23 1.2% 

School of Media, Film and Journalism 47 43 48 55 50 243 13.1% 

School of Modern Languages 35 26 22 30 3 116 6.2% 

School of Pharmacy 51 27 11 25 9 123 6.6% 

School of Psychology 16 15 12 20 19 82 4.4% 

 TOTAL 438 419 300 427 274 1858 100.0% 

 

  



13 
 

 JORDANSTOWN Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday Total Total (%) 

Accounting 62 47 59 65 19 252 5.6% 

Built Environment 280 230 162 205 147 1024 22.6% 

Business Institute 23 8 48 16 86 181 4.0% 

Communication 35 34 20 66 15 170 3.8% 

Computing and Mathematics 76 63 63 88 50 340 7.5% 

Criminology, Politics and Social Policy 23 64 45 80 53 265 5.9% 

Cultural 0 0 0 5 0 5 0.1% 

Economics 2 7 7 7 10 33 0.7% 

Education 0 0 19 0 16 35 0.8% 

Engineering 82 127 36 129 73 447 9.9% 

Health Sciences 70 88 38 71 73 340 7.5% 

International Office 6 8 6 7 0 27 0.6% 

Law 24 31 19 22 9 105 2.3% 

Management 38 72 78 70 58 316 7.0% 

Marketing, Entrepreneurship and Strategy 20 31 77 63 67 258 5.7% 

Nursing 67 28 71 50 35 251 5.5% 

Rehabilitation Therapies 31 16 16 30 4 97 2.1% 

Sociology and Applied Social Studies 56 29 29 77 34 225 5.0% 

Sports Studies 50 38 8 33 25 154 3.4% 

 TOTAL 945 921 801 1084 774 4525 100.0% 
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MAGEE Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday Total Total (%) 

CELT 2 2 4 4 2 14 1.1% 

INCORE 4 4 7 8 0 23 1.8% 

School of Art and Design 3 0 0 0 0 3 0.2% 

School of Computing and Intelligent Systems 38 44 29 38 17 166 12.9% 

School of Creative Arts 80 97 66 109 64 416 32.3% 

School of Education 0 0 9 0 3 12 0.9% 

School of History and International Affairs 6 3 20 11 7 47 3.6% 

School of International Business 31 62 24 27 3 147 11.4% 

School of Irish Language and Literature 14 0 14 11 0 39 3.0% 

School of Law 14 11 5 9 6 45 3.5% 

School of Modern Languages 2 7 2 7 0 18 1.4% 

School of Nursing 24 24 11 20 14 93 7.2% 

School of Psychology 14 9 45 35 4 107 8.3% 

School of Sociology and Applied Social Studies 41 47 26 23 9 146 11.3% 

Step-up Programme 0 0 9 3 0 12 0.9% 

 TOTAL 273 310 271 305 129 1288 100.0% 

 

 

 


