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WORKING GROUP ON TIMETABLING



Mr McKinney presented the report of the Working Group which had been reconvened 18 months after its initial report in March 2011, to report on how well the six Guiding Principles had been adopted (Paper No TLC/13/10a).

The Committee noted that student satisfaction with timetable efficiency continued to be higher than the sector average in the National Student Survey.  It was noted that the NSS would not identify any specific concerns of students on modular programmes, given the low numbers registered on these. However, any timetabling-specific issues could be identified through other means such as attendance monitoring.

Mr McKinney reported that the Principles appeared to be well embraced by all, with improved communication evident between Faculties and the Department of Physical Resources but that some work still needed to be done. Additional challenges were expected as learning space became more flexible, but central timetablers were well prepared for this.
The Committee noted seven recommendations to Faculties to enhance their timetabling processes:
a) NSS

Courses with poor National Student Survey results (Question 13 – timetabling) undertake an investigation of the underlying issues. (The Timetabling Officer would work with these courses and provide extra support to help improve their timetabling operations.)
b) Student Focus Groups

Individual Faculties, Schools, and course teams hold regular Student Focus Groups to discuss timetabling issues and consider possible enhancements and refinements. (These focus groups would also provide an opportunity to remind parties of the constraints.)
c) Reflection and 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.)
d) Timeframe

As late changes to schedule were 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. 

e) Induction

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

f) Software

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 Greater Belfast Development progressed.)
g) Succession Management

Faculties and Schools should have a succession management policy with regard to timetabling practice and each Faculty should document their working arrangements for timetabling. 

AGREED that:
i) the recommendations be endorsed and taken forward by Faculties;

ii) Mr McKinney and members of the Working Group be thanked for their work.


30 March 2011
11.41
WORKING GROUP ON TIMETABLING 


Mr McKinney presented the final report of the Working Group on Timetabling (Paper No TLC/11/12).


The Working Group had been set up by the Committee in December 2009 at the behest of Senate (mins 09.118, 09.181) and draft guiding principles had been presented in June 2010 (min 10.100 refers) to assist course/subject teams in planning year 1 in a way which supported student transition.

The Group had concluded that at this stage the use of strong ‘Guiding Principles’ was more appropriate than prescription. In arriving at the Principles valuable contributions had been received from all stakeholders including the Physical Resources Department, Students’ Union, the academic community and administrative staff.  It was noted that the Department of Physical Resources had already endorsed the document.


The Committee noted six proposed Guiding Principles:

i) the University seeks to enhance the student experience through the development of a ‘student-focussed’ timetable;

ii) students should receive their confirmed timetable schedules in good time;

iii) student timetables should be considered by the Course/Subject Committee and confirmed as ‘appropriate’ to the demands of the course;

iv) all students should be offered a broadly comparable experience;

v) 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;

vi) resources should be deployed in an efficient and effective manner.

The paper amplified the Principles through a series of statements and illustrations designed to develop a culture of good practice in timetabling based on efficacy, flexibility and a student-centred approach.

The Chair considered that principle v) would be crucial in resolving any problems at an early stage. Professor Curran’s close engagement with Central Timetabling for the Faculty of Life and Health Sciences had given the Group great insight into the issues involved and was cited as an example of excellent practice.  


The Committee noted that the University’s reduced footprint in the Greater Belfast Development Plan would mean that resources would need to be used more effectively and there was generally scope for staff to exploit further the functionality of the timetabling software.  It was also important that best practice be identified to help change behaviour.   The Group recommended that the timetabling operation be reviewed after a three-year period and at critical points in the Greater Belfast Development.


AGREED that:

i) the Principles be endorsed and that the report be forwarded to Senate for consideration;

ii) Mr McKinney be commended for his chairmanship and skilful management of a complex task and that members of the Working Group and the various stakeholders involved be thanked for their constructive work in producing the agreed report.
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FINAL REPORT FROM THE WORKING GROUP ON TIMETABLING

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Timetabling is a complex issue. The final timetables in any academic year inevitably involve compromises brought about by conflicting demands for resources. The Working Group recognises the importance of the timetable in relation to both student engagement and performance. Consequently membership agreed that, within the constraints of the University’s resources, the production of student focussed timetables was of paramount importance. 

In a rapidly evolving higher education landscape, the future brings even greater challenges for universities to produce student-focussed timetables that are both efficient and effective. With an increasing number of students working part-time and the blurring in distinction between full-time and part-time study, timetables need thorough consideration. For Ulster, there are additional issues not least the Greater Belfast Development initiative, which will reduce the University’s footprint on its most densely populated campus. 

In meeting these challenges, academic and timetabling staff need to be responsive to the needs of the modern student. Physical Resources need to provide suitably flexible learning space and manage this efficiently. It is the belief of the Working Group that these challenges can best be addressed by: 

· Agreement and adherence to a set of Guiding Principles for Timetabling;

· A more centralised approach to Timetabling;

· The adoption of Partnership Timetabling involving Faculty timetabling staff in close communication with Physical Resources (Central Timetabling);

· Differentiation between the what (Faculty timetabling staff requests) and the how (formal timetabling by Central Timetabling);

· Efficient and flexible use of resources – reconciling the optimisation of time with the optimisation of space;

· Timetabling for the future – in particular, a focus on the Greater Belfast Development initiative.

In support of this, the Working Group proposes the adoption of six Guiding Principles for Timetabling.  In arriving at these principles the Working Group has sought advice and guidance from all stakeholders including the University’s Physical Resources Department, Students’ Union, the Academic Community and the Administrative Staff.  The six Guiding Principles are:

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.

This document has been endorsed by Physical Resources.

The Working Group wishes to thank all those who contributed in any way to the production of this Report. It recommends that the operation be reviewed after a three year period and at critical points in the Greater Belfast Development.

1. Background: Terms of Reference

At its meeting of 2 December 2009 (min 09.181 refers), the Committee agreed on the following Terms of Reference for a Working Group on Timetabling:

1. To review the University’s arrangements for timetabling.

2. To consider the operation of the University’s timetabling systems with particular reference to its impact on:

a) student attendance;

b) student engagement; and

c) student performance.

3. To consider the implications for future space planning.

4. To consult with Faculties and central departments, as appropriate.

5. To make proposals to the Teaching and Learning Committee and the Senate. 

In reaching decisions the Working Group will have due regard to their impact on, and implications for, the University’s commitment to ensuring equality of opportunity and good relations as outlined in its Equality Scheme, and associated policies, and where possible and practicable the Working Group will ensure that its actions are proactive in this respect. 

The Terms of Reference of the Working Group provided for the consideration of the operation of the University’s Timetabling systems with particular reference to its impact on student attendance, student engagement and student performance. The Working Group considered the implications for future space planning and it should be noted that these discussions took place in parallel to discussions on the Greater Belfast Development.

2. Introduction

The University of Ulster is committed to enhancing students’ learning opportunities through the provision of flexible courses offering a wide range of choices and options. While academic and administrative staff will make every attempt to ensure that timetables are prepared according to the principles outlined in the present document, some individual students may find that their personal timetables are not as convenient as they would ideally like them to be – this is, however, an inevitable consequence of the breadth and diversity of the University’s educational offering, and of the flexibility of its curricula. 

3. Meetings and Information Gathering

Membership of the Working Group included both academic and non-academic staff engaged in timetabling activities. The Working Group convened on five occasions interspersed with ‘off-line’ conversations. The Group actively engaged with the Physical Resources Department and Students’ Union representatives (as described below). All members of the group have engaged enthusiastically and constructively and there was a strong desire to ensure that the deliberations resulted in benefits for all stakeholders including, and especially the Student community. 

3.1 The Working Group

The initial focus of the Group was on the procedures and methods currently being used in the timetabling process. In this first phase of its deliberations, membership of the Group included Faculty Timetabling Co-ordinators and initial meetings were used to gain a clear picture of the operational aspects of Ulster’s timetabling processes. Group members provided details of their Faculty’s timetabling processes and reflected on their operation. These were summarised and a working document produced to assist in the identification of: 

· The  various strengths and weaknesses of current processes;

· Good practices in the system;

· Opportunities for enhancements to existing processes;

· Constraints that impact on the efficiency and effectiveness of the timetabling process; and

· Imperfections inherent in the system.

The next stage of deliberations focussed more on the educational/pedagogic side of timetabling. In this phase, membership of the Group was refreshed to include academic members of staff to provide representation of the Teaching and Learning perspective. 

The Group noted with interest the success of timetabling meetings between the Associate Dean of the Faculty of Life & Health Sciences and the Head of Planning and Development (Physical Resources). These discussions had created a better understanding of the pressures and constraints of the other. This had led to the production of a schedule that was much better aligned to the faculty’s requirements than previous schedules. The Group would cite this positive engagement as an example of good practice deserving of replication throughout the University. The essence of the challenge to provide for efficient and effective timetabling is represented by this meeting between Faculty and Physical Resources – one seeking to optimise time and the other seeking to optimise space. To a large extent this enabled discussions to move from room allocation to timetabling.

3.2 Physical Resources

The views provided by Physical Resources were extremely helpful to the Group’s deliberations. In summary, the areas touched on were as follows:

· Physical Resources works to a standard utilisation metric derived from the percentage time a room is occupied multiplied by its percentage occupancy. A room in use 69% of the time and occupied to 46% of its capacity has a utilisation factor of 32% (69 x 46). This is the current University figure and Physical Resources has been tasked to increase this figure to 50% for the new Belfast campus. The more difficult of the two figures to increase is occupancy. Initially, rooms must be booked for the maximum expected cohort size but an attendance drop impacts adversely on the metric. It was noted that final class sizes are often unavailable to the timetabling co-ordinator until very late in the process (for example, optional modules). This gives rise to the booking of rooms that are larger than necessary for module delivery and/or late requests for room changes to a larger room.

· Physical Resources aims to support a relatively even distribution of teaching across the working week. The actual teaching distribution across the week is somewhat different, with Tuesday (27%) and Thursday (28%) overused and Friday (10%) underused. It is noted that any requests for undergraduate teaching on Wednesday afternoons requires the permission of Senate. This would contribute to a more even distribution. 

	
	Monday
	Tuesday
	Wednesday
	Thursday
	Friday

	Even Distribution
	23%
	23%
	11%
	23%
	20%

	Actual Distribution
	24%
	27%
	11%
	28%
	10%


· A concentration of teaching on Tuesdays and Thursdays creates difficulties in finding the required teaching space and also impacts on other resources such as spaces in the car parks, Learning Resource Centres (LRCs) and dining areas.

· Teaching distribution within the day is also not even. The 09:15 teaching slot is underutilised, particularly on a Monday, and the 15:15 and 16:15 slots are also underused. Teaching throughout the week tends to be concentrated between the hours of 10:15 and 14:15 creating a high demand for space during this peak period. Moreover, in concentrating teaching between these hours, students may not get a lunch break. 

· Physical Resources proposes that there should be greater subject planning and buy-in to the timetabling process. It suggests that each group (for example, school or subject) has a timetabling ‘Champion’ to oversee resource requirements and act in a co-ordinating role in close communication with Physical Resources. This is seen as desirable as timetabling information at present often arrives late (the process starts in March, yet 5% of requests for change are received in September). There needs to be improved communication between Schools where modules and/or resources are shared. There is anecdotal evidence to suggest that some staff request changes to agreed timetabling schedules to suit their own personal needs.

· Physical Resources advises that 25% of teaching sessions are three (consecutive) hours or more. They note that rooms block booked in this manner were frequently not used for all of this time. It also notes that this can lead to eating and drinking in lecture theatres particularly when the session extends over lunch. While this creates an additional cleaning requirement, the Working Group was more concerned that such delivery was pedagogically unsound for many types of student.  [Aside: Booking a three hour session commencing at 10:15 renders the 09:15 slot unusable as the start of a two hour session. It would be more efficient to have two 2-hour sessions – 09:15 to 11:15 and 11:15 to 13:15 (obligatory in some institutions)]. 

· Semester 2 is generally easier to timetable than Semester 1. The Semester 1 schedule typically takes up to six months to complete while the Semester 2 schedule takes two months. This is probably explained by staff being more accessible for consultation during a teaching period than over the summer period. Moreover, Semester 2 often requires fewer lecture sessions as most courses have final year project work in this period. 

The Group noted that students require a timetable that fits with their other external commitments such as employment work or caring responsibilities. The nature of student attendance at university is also changing, with more students living at home and commuting. This trend might militate against attempts to schedule classes for Monday mornings and Friday afternoons. 

It is further noted that Physical Resources is committed to monitoring the above issues and provide appropriate feedback into the design of the new Belfast campus.

3.3 Students’ Views

The Working Group’s Students’ Union representative reported on a number of ‘Student Shouts’ which had been conducted to extract student feedback. In summary, the following issues were discussed:

· The majority of students were pleased with their present timetable of class and seminar times.

· Evening classes are not popular with students. It was not clear if this affected a particular student group – full time, part-time or mature students – but the general impression was that many students will have other evening responsibilities, work or family related. Problems in attending evening classes may also arise from a lack of facilities (eating facilities, crèche facilities, public transport or other support facilities). 

· Part-time students now appear to be falling into two distinct categories – those who can apply for day release from their employment and attend day time classes and those who cannot. It was noted, however, that a decreasing number of students are able to avail of day release and that the only real option for the latter group would be evening classes.

In response to the above issues, the Group felt that teaching to full time students should normally be timetabled between 09:00 and 17:00. The availability of evening catering facilities was identified as an issue at all campuses. It was suggest that to remedy this, more extensive use of vending machines and other catering machines should be explored. It was noted that while evening commuting to and from the Coleraine campus is particularly difficult, it is less of a problem for the city campuses.

It should also be noted the in the most recent National Student Survey (2010), 80% of Ulster students agreed that “The timetable works efficiently as far as my activities are concerned.”  This is against an overall Sector average of 78%. Indeed, over the last 3 years Ulster has been consistently at least 2% better than the Sector overall in this area.

3.4 First Year Experience

The first year of study at university is an extremely important year for students as they seek to make the smooth transition from school/college to life as an undergraduate. Students often find it difficult to adapt quickly to life in their new environment and the period of transition is further complicated by issues relating to newly found personal independence; travel arrangements; accommodation; finance and time management. 

It is vital that the University makes significant efforts to provide students with the appropriate level of assistance in this year. The benefits of a smooth transition are felt by the individual students, the general student body and the University. 
In terms of attendance requirements, first year students encounter not only formal teaching sessions (as dictated by the various module specifications) but also non-teaching activities many of which may not be directly attributable to a module (e.g. induction sessions, general tutorials and other various support activities such as study skills). The scheduling of all these can impact significantly on the student experience. A well-crafted timetable can contribute positively to the student experience and lead to a high degree of student satisfaction. Conversely a poorly thought through timetable can have a seriously negative impact on the student experience.

It is thus necessary that timetables be developed in a collegiate manner with a view to providing the incoming students with a suitably integrated first year experience. Timetabling must be ‘planned and managed’ as part of the Year 1 experience. It is the responsibility of Course/Subject Committees to ensure that all aspects of the Year 1 Teaching Schedule are carefully planned including:

· Module delivery – synchronisation of delivery.
· University Policy on Small Group Teaching (less than 15 students per group)
· Studies Advice – provision
· Other general induction/support activities.
4. Guiding Principles for Timetabling

The Working Group acknowledges that effective and efficient timetabling is a complex matter involving many stakeholders. It is the conclusion of the Group, therefore, that at this stage the use of strong ‘Guiding Principles’ will be more appropriate than ‘prescription’. There follows a series of statements and illustrations design to inculcate a culture of good practice in timetabling based on efficacy, flexibility and a student centred approach.

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

a. While Course/Subject Committees have delegated responsibility to implement this principle, ultimate responsibility for scheduling lies with the School within which the course/subject resides. 
b. Faculties and Schools must ensure an appropriate line of communication by identifying Timetabling Staff to liaise with the relevant staff from Physical Resources.
c. The working day for full time undergraduate students is normally from 09:00 to 17:00 hours. 
i. Late afternoon/evening sessions from 17:00 to 21:00 hours may be considered for post graduate students, (working) part-time students or, for example, to accommodate the joint teaching of full and part-time students.
ii. When timetabling for late afternoon/early evening sessions, consideration should be given to the availability of facilities such as crèche, food outlets and public transport. These facilities will be different at different campuses.
d. Course/Subject Committees should adhere to the following:
i. Students should not be expected to attend more than 4 continuous teaching sessions without a break. The use of three hour sessions should be minimised.
ii. Students should be accommodated by a lunch break in the period 11:30 to 14:30 hours. 
iii. Wednesday afternoons must be kept free from full-time undergraduate teaching, except with Senate approval. 

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

a. An increasing number of full-time students have external commitments such as part-time work or domestic responsibilities. Early release of timetable schedules supports students in managing these external commitments.
b. A final confirmed schedule should be available within two weeks of the start of each Teaching Period.
c. Earlier releases of provisional timetables should be clearly identified as ‘Subject to Change'. 
3. Student timetables must be considered by the Course/Subject Committee and confirmed as ‘appropriate’ to the demands of the course.

a. Course/Subject teams should consider timetables at their Course/Subject Committee.
b. Course/Subject teams should be vigilant and proactive in resolving problems such as clashes or excessive daily schedules.
c. All students are entitled to similar scrutiny of their schedules regardless of the complexity of their provision. 
d. While every effort will be made to encourage and facilitate choice, all optional modules cannot be guaranteed to be clash free.
e. Priority in the scheduling will be given to first year students especially in relation to the sequencing of activities (for example, lectures before seminars).
4. All students should be offered a broadly similar experience.

a. At a Course/Subject level, staff should ensure that any delivery constraints (e.g. lectures before labs/tutorials) are identified and built into the requests to Central Timetabling (Physical Resources). Such requests should be explicitly highlighted in correspondence to Central Timetabling.
b. As part of their Induction, students will receive guidance on interpreting their personal timetable (including location, options/compulsory classes, and other requirements).
c. Students are expected to familiarise themselves with their personal timetable and raise any issues (such as clashes or other issues
 ) as early as possible. 
d. Students will be given clear advice as to the appropriate protocol to follow in the event of a timetable clash. They are expected to follow this protocol.
5. There must be clearly defined channels of communication between the Faculty Academic Schools/Subjects and Central Timetabling with all parties engaging in a positive manner recognising the constraints under which each operates. 
Two operational interfaces are especially important, namely:

· Between individual Academic Schools
 and Central Timetabling. 

· Between different Academic Schools involved in the delivery of courses (e.g. combined studies, single honours courses etc.).

To facilitate these relationships:

a. Faculty or School-based groups must liaise directly with Central Timetabling as used to good effect this year by the Faculty of Life and Health Sciences. [Section 3.1 refers]. 

b. Timetabling Preparation deadlines should be clearly identified by Central Timetabling. Schools should adhere to these deadlines.

c. Schools must provide Central Timetabling with accurate information as early as possible. 

d. Schools should build on Good Practice identified in earlier years. For example:

i. Schools should endeavour to deliver the majority of their classes in a similar manner to the previous year, provided these arrangements worked well.

ii. Schools must inform Physical Resources of any change in requirements as early as possible (e.g. withdrawal of a course/module, unanticipated over-recruitment or under-recruitment).

iii. Preliminary and provisional timetable schedules should be reviewed as early as possible.

iv. Selected Faculty/School Timetabling staff should be permitted ‘read-only’ access to Timetabling software. 

v. There should be regular meetings of the groups involved in timetabling during the academic year to monitor requirements.

vi. There should be on-going reviews with students via focus groups to identify issues that may need to be addressed in future years. 

e. Semester long activities should take precedence over occasional or ad hoc activities. That said, however, consideration needs to be given to:

i. The availability of high quality accommodation for managerial level short courses; 

ii. Modules delivered in a blended manner (where students attend intensively for a short time during the semester). 

f. Induction activities should use scheduled resources, typically resources scheduled for the entire semester. 

i. Schools should consider the use of Registration Week for (some) induction activities so that these do not impact excessively on the teaching period. This is especially true for large group induction.

ii. Other induction activities not disrupting the normal timetable may continue to be offered in week 1 and subsequent weeks. 

iii. To facilitate Registration week inductions, Physical Resources should ensure that rooms are prepared earlier than at present.

g. Deliberate overbooking of resources and other practices aimed at achieving personal advantage is non-collegiate and is strongly discouraged. 

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

a. In a rapidly evolving higher education landscape, the future brings even greater challenges for universities to produce student-focussed timetables that are both efficient and effective. With an increasing number of students working part-time and the blurring in distinction between full-time and part-time study, timetables need thorough consideration.

b. Physical Resources needs to provide suitably flexible learning space and manage this efficiently.

c. The Greater Belfast Development initiative will reduce the University’s footprint and as a consequence demand greater space efficiency. The utilisation factor derived from the percentage time a room is occupied multiplied by its percentage occupancy currently stands at 32%. Physical Resources has been tasked to increase this figure to 50% for the new Belfast campus.

d. Physical Resources aims to support a relatively even distribution of teaching across the working week. However analysis of the actual distribution across the week reveals that Tuesday (27%) and Thursday (28%) are overused and Friday (10%) is underused.

e. The 09:15 teaching slot is underutilised, particularly on a Monday, and the 15:15 and 16:15 slots are also underused. Teaching throughout the week tends to be concentrated between the hours of 10:15 and 14:15 creating a high demand for space during this peak period.

f. Physical Resources advises that 25% of teaching sessions are three (consecutive) hours or more. Rooms block booked in this manner were frequently not used for all of this time.

� For example, impossible inter-campus travel or travel between buildings


� The use of the term Schools reflects whatever internal Faculty/School arrangements exist for the co-ordination, preparation and publishing of Timetables. 
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