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The mid-term visit was carried out by Professor Don Gray, who chaired the visiting 
board of 17/18 June 2010 and Gerard Bareham, who acted as Vice-Chair at the 
visiting board of 17/18 June 2010 and participated in the M.Arch Initial Visiting 
Board of 02/03 July 2009.  They were accompanied by Stephanie Beasley-Suffolk 
(RIBA Validation Co-ordinator)  
 
The first full visit to the M.Arch (Part Two) programme took place on 02/03 July 
2009.  This was an initial visit to consider the M.Arch programme (then a candidate 
course) for Part Two validation. The M.Arch was granted validation with conditions. 
The most recent full Visiting Board to both Part One and Part Two took place on 
17/18 June 2010. This Visiting Board considered the BA (Hons) Architecture Part 
One for revalidation. A subset of the full board undertook a revisit to the M.Arch Part 
Two programme to consider whether the condition placed on the course by the 2009 
Initial Visiting Board had been satisfied.  
 
1. M.Arch Part Two – Initial Visiting Board 2009 
The Initial Visiting Board recommended Initial Validation with Conditions of the 
M.Arch Part Two. The condition was imposed because the Board had concerns about 
the lowest pass portfolio and the threshold standard. This was particularly the case in 
relation to the criteria for Design and Communications. The Board considered that 
students needed to demonstrate significantly greater command of the full range of 2- 
and 3D communication media appropriate to modern professional practice.  The 
Board was also concerned about the lack of evidence of design methodology.  
  
1.1 Recommendations of the 2009 Initial Visiting Board (paragraph 

numbers correspond with those in the 2009 visit)  
 
10.3.1 The Board had concerns about the degree of technological integration and the 

convincing resolution of technical strategies in architectural design work. The 
Board recognised the opportunities for students to pursue specialist areas, but 
cautioned that an appropriate balance is required between this and the 
demonstration of fundamental technological principles. Structures in 
particular, was a weakness that if strengthened would help to provide the 
necessary robust core to the course. It is intended that the appointment of a 
professional advisor, in conjunction with the newly appointed Professor of 
Architecture, will extend the school’s benchmarking capability practices in 
other UK schools as well as those further afield. 
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10.3.2 The board recommends that content and diversity of curriculum is reviewed 
as it was clear that with such a dense curriculum, students did not have 
sufficient time to consider and develop an appropriate design methodology.  

 
10.3.3 It is particularly important that students demonstrate a clear understanding of 

design process, and the methodologies appropriate to part 2 level study of 
both design studio work and extended written submissions. 

 
10.3.4 The Board concurs with the External Examiners’ concerns that the volume of 

work may be denying students the opportunity to comprehensively and 
rigorously pursue ideas both in the context of design studio projects and 
written submissions. The School is urged to review workload to facilitate 
reflection, and enable students to realise their full potential. It is 
recommended that revisions to curricular content are made which explicitly 
address these concerns. 

 
10.3.5 The Board recommends that the School review the mapping in order to make 

more explicit the connections between the validation criteria, learning 
outcomes and assessment criteria.  

 
10.3.6 The Board recommends that the School make use of the full range of marks 

available, aiming for differentiation between work that is at passing standard 
and that which is excellent.  

 
10.3.7 The Board considered that there was disparity evident in the marking of the 

dissertation, with generous marking which distorted the overall portfolio 
mark; it is recommended that this be carefully monitored.  

 
10.3.8 The Board recommends that the School encourages students to increase the 

comprehensiveness of design representation and media in portfolios to 
present the full range of digital and analogue communication techniques.  

 
10.3.9 The Board recommends that the School make process and methodology 

explicit, particularly using model-making as a developmental tool.  
 
10.3.10 There are issues of timing between the research elements of the programme 

and output. The Board recommends that the timetable be reviewed in order 
to strengthen and optimise this link.  
 

1.2 Advice of the 2009 M.Arch Initial Board  
10.4.1 The Visiting Board offers the following advice to the Institution on desirable, 

but not essential improvements, which it is felt would assist course 
development and/or raise standards;  

 
 There was no additional advice.  
 
2. BA (Hons) Architecture Part One Visiting Board 2010 
 
The Visiting Board recommended to the RIBA Education Committee Continued 
Validation of:  
 
 Part 1: Bachelor of Arts (Hons) in Architecture  
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2.1 Recommendations and advice of the 2010 Part One Visiting Board  
 
The Board made no recommendations to the School. The Board offered the following 
advice (paragraph numbers correspond with those in the 2010 Part One visiting board 
report).  
 
12.2 The Board received evidence that the level of marking in cultural context may 

have been generous in some cases. However, the Board has confidence that 
the proposed, imminent, staffing changes in this area will result in a 
strengthening of the marking regime. The Board advises that the RIBA 
monitoring visit in 2012 consider this. 

 
12.3 The Board advises that the School develops a closer working relationship with 

the University QA department. In particular, the School management group 
should work with QA to:  

 agree more robust briefing procedures for external examiners 
 review external examiner recommendations and School responses 

 
12.4 The Board concurs with recommendation two of the QAA Institutional Audit 

2010 Draft Report, March 2010, which advises the University to:  
 
  ‘Review the requirements for external examiner  participation in the 

consideration of assessment tasks and outcomes at all Higher Education levels 
of the undergraduate programmes’. 

 
 The Board notes that the course no longer benefits from the perspective of an 

advisory board, and therefore suggests that the School strengthens the role of 
its External Examiners. Following the visit it has been brought to the 
attention of the Board that the School now invites External Examiners to a 
mid term visit in the second semester.  The Board is encouraged by this 
continuing further engagement with the External Examiners. 

 
 The Board felt that in some cases, the School’s response to external examiner 

concerns provided commentary rather than offering a clear indication of how 
School procedures and processes might be adapted to address matters raised 
by examiners.  The Board advises that the consideration of external examiner 
comments, criticisms and advice be considered in an appropriate forum to 
ensure that action is formally agreed and monitored.   
 

12.5 As stated in the CSA, the School is ‘ideologically and strategically placed 
between the Schools of Art and Design and the Built Environment’. The 
Board surmised that the potential to capitalise on the positioning of the 
School is recognised but not yet fully exploited. The Board advises the School 
to take full advantage of the situation to fully exploit the ‘artistic, creative and 
practice-based culture’ of the School of Art and Design, and the ‘strong 
technology and planning focus of the building, construction and engineering 
disciplines’ of the School of the Built Environment. 

 
12.6 The Board noted the success of recent overseas field study trips and the 

positive effect which they had upon the  student experience. The Board 
advises the School to develop further opportunities for overseas engagement.  
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12.7 The Board noted that while some Part 1 students were involved in informal 
extra-curricular activities, there was an opportunity to further encourage 
students to develop their own organisation to make recommendations for 
external lecturers, social events, fundraising and a forum for engagement with 
local practitioners. 

 
3. Part Two –2010 Revisiting Visiting Board  
The 2010 Revisiting Board considered that the condition placed on it by the 2009 
Visiting Board had been satisfied and recommended continued validation.  
 
3.1 Recommendations and advice of the 2010 M.Arch Revisiting Board 
The 2010 Board made no further recommendations with regard to the Part Two 
programme.  The 2010 Board offered the following advice (paragraph numbers 
correspond with those in the 2010 Part Two report):  
 
12.1 The Board feels that a new level of academic pursuit within architectural 

theory with particular reference to social history and contextual modern 
theory would strengthen the students’ appreciation of cultural context.  

 
12.2 The Revisiting Board noted that the School has yet to capitalise and deliver 

fully on the opportunities presented by its location within the Faculty of Art, 
Design and the Built Environment. The location of the School within such a 
creative environment offers unique possibilities, and the board advises the 
School to take full advantage of the situation to strengthen the level of 
exploration across the design process at Part 2.  

 
12.3 The Board noted the success of recent overseas field study trips and the 

positive effect which they have had upon the student experience.  The Board 
advises the School to develop further opportunities for overseas engagement. 

 
12.4 The Board noted that while some Part 2 students were involved in informal 

extra-curricular activities, there was an opportunity to further encourage 
students to develop their own organisation to make recommendations for 
external lecturers, social events, fundraising and a forum for engagement with 
local practitioners. 

 
4. Developments since the 2010 visit 
The Head of School in post at the time of the 2010 visit (a recent appointment) left 
the School shortly before the mid-term visit. Peter Walker has become acting head 
while the recruitment process for a new Head of School takes place. The position of 
Head of School has been advertised internally. The university remains committed to 
providing two chairs in architecture and at the time of the mid-term visit was about to 
advertise the second post. It is anticipated that one chair will be the Head of School 
position; the second chair, ideally, would be a history and theory specialist.  The 
university hopes to appoint a new Head of School in August.  
 
The strategic review spoken of in 2010 was completed before the departure of the 
head. This was an inclusive process, involving all staff.  Although the review was set in 
motion by the then head, the vision of the School is that of all staff and not of any 
individual. Changes to the courses emerged from this process and were approved by 
the RIBA New Courses Group in November 2011. The NCG made several 
recommendations which were accepted and implemented by the School. The visiting 
board’s comments also contributed to the School’s review of its programmes.  
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A standard internal review was conducted, involving Alex Aurigi from Plymouth 
University and Lorraine Farrelly from Portsmouth University.   
 
The staff member in charge of history and theory at the time of the 2010 visit retired 
and was replaced. A reader position was advertised, with the intention that this boost 
research in the department, but the selected candidate chose not to take up the post. 
It was re-advertised as a senior lecturer or lecturer post and an individual was recruited 
at lecturer level. This individual’s work is returnable in the REF.  A half post in 
construction has also been filled. 
 
4.1 M.Arch Part Two 
The School provided a written response to the 2010 Visiting Board report which is 
attached to this document.  
 
Significant changes to the M.Arch include the following and will have worked through 
the whole programme in two years’ time:  

 A change in the size of module to align with others in the faculty; this should 
provide greater opportunity for inter-school teaching links 

 Reduction of the number of learning outcomes examined in each module to 
allow for more in-depth consideration.  

 Re-timing of the dissertation and a reduction in length. This has been under 
discussion from the programme’s inception. Formerly students began 
preparation for this in the first semester of year 2. Under the new format, 
students begin to prepare in year 1 and complete their reading over the 
summer in order to write the dissertation in the first semester of the second 
year.  

 A consolidated 20 credit module “Issues now” replaces the former Cultural 
Context and Figuring the City 10 credit modules, to encourage diverse ways 
of discussing issues.  

 Final year studio in semester 2 is now a sixty credit module. Derek Cottrell 
has acted as an adviser since the last visit and many changes follow 
discussions with him.  

 
4.2 BA (Hons) Architecture, Part One 
The School provided a written response to the 2010 Visiting Board report which is 
attached to this document.  
 
Following review, a new course model will be implemented in September 2012.  All 
present students will migrate to the new degree. The course has been mapped to 
ensure that those migrating from the former structure to the present cover all criteria. 
Students have been closely involved in the development of the new structure and their 
response has generally been positive.  
 
Part One was originally delivered in 23 modules. Design modules were 30 credits and 
all others 10. This was slightly anomalous in comparison with other subjects and also 
raised some pedagogic issues. The larger modules should facilitate integration of areas 
of knowledge and reduce assessment points.  A cross-schools set of modules has been 
introduced into the first year, shared with product design and the newly-founded 
interior design, in order to take advantage of the School’s location in an art school. 
These have already been successfully piloted in some areas.   
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4.3 Part 3 provision 
Although staff and students would welcome an Ulster Part 3 programme, the present 
economic situation does not make a Part 3 programme viable. This has been 
postponed to 2014 at the earliest. The School may develop a masters programme that 
incorporates Part 3; again, this is for the future.  
 
4.4 Student recruitment and SSR 
At the time of the visit, 220 applications had been received for 48 places on the Part 
One.  More students are holding on to places than previously.  
 
The Stormont government has decided that students from Northern Ireland who 
study in Northern Ireland will not pay more than £3400.  Universities in Northern 
Ireland are permitted to recruit unlimited numbers of GB students (England, 
Scotland, Wales) who will be charged £6000.  This has boosted recruitment, but has 
had an impact on internationalisation. A marketing campaign targeting GB students 
has been planned for next year.  While the School does not want to grow beyond its 
present intake of 50 at Part One and 25 at Part Two it would like to achieve greater 
diversity.  The SSR remains 1:13. Staff numbers have neither increased nor decreased 
and it is unlikely that they will do either in the future.  
 
4.5 Campus developments 
Development of the Belfast campus continues.  Planning permission is being sought 
for the next phase. There will be a phased move to consolidate all facilities for 
architecture in the main building over the next four years. Architecture is due to be 
located on one floor in the present building.  Built Environment and fashion, art and 
design will occupy their own floors in the present building.  
 
4.6 Field trips 
The School remains committed to field trips; these are embedded in the programme. 
The School is keen to become more European. Cost is, however, an issue. Part One 
students visit Edinburgh, Dublin and Amsterdam.  The third year has started to work 
with the Dublin Institute of Technology. In October 2012 students from the 
University of Nantes will spend a week at Ulster doing a joint project. There are 
connections with the Catholic University of Notre Dame, Beirut and the Technical 
University of Riga. It is hoped that Riga, Beirut and Ulster students may undertake a 
joint project in Berlin in 2013.  
 
5. Student meeting 
The Board met a small group of current students and recent graduates of the Part 
One and Part Two programmes. The following reflects the main points of the 
discussion.  

 The Architek10 student group, set up in 2011, was largely driven by sixth 
years who have now left the school. Although there is no formal student 
society, much external lecture organisation does come from the studio.  

 The facilities of the art school are available to all, and students may consult 
field specialists as they wish. Within the faculty, students have worked with 
other subject areas, including visual communications and accountancy.  

 Students considered that participation in ERASMUS exchanges should be 
encouraged. Six places are available but take-up is low. Some students have 
been to France; French and Spanish students have come to Ulster to study.  
Although under the present arrangements participation in ERASMUS 
lengthens the course, it is funded and presents a great opportunity. Some 
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decide not to take it as it adds a year onto the course without being counted as 
part of the course; for others this was part of the attraction.  

 Students were aware of the revisions to the programmes and the new criteria. 
M.Arch students had been asked to provide feedback on the internal audit.   

 Students would like field trips to be re-introduced into the M.Arch. This issue 
had been raised at school level .The field trip to Boston was mentioned as an 
example, but students said that any location would be welcome.  

 Students had enjoyed working with students from NYU and Limerick. At the 
present time students were not aware of connections with Beirut and Riga. 

 Students felt in limbo with regard to finding placements and believed that 
more assistance from the School and professional body would be helpful. 
70% of last year’s undergraduates were unemployed for more than a year. 
Many felt they were overqualified for the jobs that were available. There are 
very few jobs in Belfast, post Part Two jobs in particular being scarce. Many 
students had to go overseas to find jobs.  

 The assessment and feedback process has improved; third years were involved 
in feedback and had discussed with staff how it works. Third years also help 
second years; the first years had had a few tutorials with sixth years.  

 Students commended the staff body, who were described as real leaders and 
inspirational.  

 Students commended the multidisciplinary campus, including the facilities and 
the range of technical staff. These give students the freedom to explore any 
route. 

 
Suggested improvements included the following:  
 The journals collection in the library, particularly Irish titles, could be 

improved.  
 To make ERASMUS an integral part of the fifth year, counting towards Part 

Two.   
 It was pointed out that field trips were often instrumental in building 

friendships and a great studio environment. If field trips did not take place 
such an environment might be more difficult to build. 

 There was a difference of opinion voiced about the benefits of group work.  
 

6. Final meeting 
 The Board was surprised at the departure of the Head of School but was 

reassured that the School and Faculty are in control of the situation and that a 
strategy is in place to handle staff recruitment.  

 The work on display was appropriately marked. The Board was grateful for 
the clear exposition by the School in response to the new criteria and the 
explanations given by the staff.  

 The Board advises that the School monitor the new proposals for Part One so 
that exemplary work is not sacrificed to a more general space/form making 
semester. The School responded that it was indeed their intention to do this. 

 Students were confidently handling the criteria at low pass level in both the 
BA and M.Arch. Criteria are contextually and technically good. The short 
essay was very good.  

 Students were unanimous in their appreciation of the dedication of staff.  
 There was strong evidence of the development of work through models. 

However, sketchbooks were under-utilised, being more a record and used for 
writing.  



 

Confirmed report 8 

  

 
  


