Annex C





Individual Unit Observations* 





General





		We were impressed by the quality and enthusiasm of the staff. Nevertheless the processes for teaching and learning quality assurance were often left to informality and the individual efforts of department heads and staff.





		The conversations were frank and cordial, but we detected the familiar dynamic tensions which have significant impact on teaching quality: that between university administration and unit, between teaching and research, between formal and informal channels of communication and practice, and between established traditions/cultures and the demands of a young institution. There was little written documentation concerning processes of ensuring teaching quality.





		The school is responsible for co-ordination of programmes; departments are responsible for courses and for staffing.  It has articulated concepts of teaching quality and learning quality which emphasized curricular design and pedagogic development.  The importance of curricular breadth, internationalism and bilingualism was emphasised. However, the school operates in a context of considerable autonomy and delegated responsibility.  It delegates much responsibility for quality and standards to departments and to individual teaching staff.  There appears to be little systematic monitoring of programme quality other than the teaching evaluation questionnaires and a reliance on the professionalism of the individual teachers.  There is little curricular design or development—the programme framework and curriculum was imported from a U.S. model and taken as given. 





	Although the staff members listed on the unit roster are very qualified individuals, and the ones we met seem able and committed, the entire unit suffers from an acute lack of stable senior leadership. The unit is floundering in terms of staff recruitment, curricular planning, and treatment of teachers and staff. It is unable to understand its position relative to other schools. The staff are predominantly young PhD’s who are tuned to the cutting edge of theory and research in the U.S. and are eager to embark on vigorous teaching. They are disappointed by their lack of centrality in the eyes of colleagues and students.  Furthermore, recruitment seems to have been based on getting the best star researchers rather than their fit in an envisioned programme of teaching at both the graduate and post-graduate levels.  There is a general feeling of fragmentation and alienation.





	The department showed a good understanding and implementation of quality assurance processes.  Implementation is somewhat scattered and uncoordinated, but apparently produces effective teaching and learning quality improvement.  Staff admit that they have a “problem solving” orientation rather than a philosophy of teaching and learning.  A philosophical point of view, a systematic approach, accountability, and co-ordination and links to a wider university effort would make their efforts outstanding.





		The department mentioned a number of initiatives they were planning to implement but were not yet in place.  Their sincere but previously not very effective approaches to teaching and learning quality would be benefited immensely by a University-wide set of teaching and learning process improvement processes.  There need to be vertical processes to ensure attention is paid to teaching and learning quality and assist departments in understanding what actions might be taken.  Horizontal process would ensure the communication of best practices between colleagues across the university.





		The unit has achieved much in its first few years.  The priorities have been, understandably, to get staff in post and teaching programmes started.  The staff are relatively young, energetic and enthusiastic and often new to teaching.  The unit at present lacks the structures to support such staff in their teaching and does not have in place the appropriate feedback mechanisms to enable programme teams to review the quality of teaching and learning and to improve it.  In particular there is a lack of systematic feedback from employers and from students.





		Like the University as a whole, the unit is still in its infancy. Staff are all new, mostly U.S.-trained, enthusiastic and committed. The faculty we met had a strong commitment to their disciplines and to teaching, but little or no conception of the practice or language of teaching and learning quality assurance processes. The unit’s problems were best expressed by a postgraduate student/TA who pointed to the discrepancy between student expectations with regard to courses and faculty aspirations for them, and between the University’s planned role for the Unit and its own aspirations for autonomy. The resultant balancing act is clearly very difficult.





Curricular and Pedagogical Design





		The head admits that the planning of undergraduate classes operates on a "laissez faire" system, with some individual negotiations with the head.  There is no communication in advance, even to post-graduate students.  The courses offered are announced only two weeks before the semester.  There is little effort to appeal to constituencies or to coordinate among colleagues with regard to the standards of the subjects taught or to the progression of courses along analytical themes.  Entry level courses are lacking.  Courses related to the research interests of the faculty members may not be relevant for students. The head has not been given much direction from the dean, nor can he rely on any existing communication channels.  





		The teaching staff are relatively young with wide international representation.  The explicit aim of the department is research prominence.  Teaching is seen as essentially “supply driven”.  The curricula and programme framework was given (a U.S. model) and although there had been some curricular development it was seen as adjustment around the edges. Individual staff have considerable autonomy to interpret the curriculum and to assess students with little structure for collective responsibility.  The department believes a period of consolidation and reflection is required prior to redesigning the curriculum.  Its intention is to become more “demand-focused” but, though establishment of a Corporate Advisory Board was said to be under consideration, there is little feedback at present from employers or students. 





		Individual staff are uncertain as to priorities and the reward system is seen as vague on requirements.  Good performance as a teacher is noticed and applauded, but staff felt their careers depend on publications and it was questionable whether the preparation of teaching-materials for improving local content would be given the same weight as research. Staff, new to teaching and Hong Kong, were experiencing some problems of adjustment.  The size of classes (40-60) does not encourage student participation or feedback and students were not aware of any formal system for student feedback.  Students, however, felt their individual members of staff were responsive to feedback when given informally.





	Curriculum design is mainly faculty and discipline driven.  There is an elaborate committee structure. Staff have sought to address issues of student preparation by interviewing first year students and responding to their needs, and they have changed the curriculum to adapt to observed preparation levels. At the post-graduate level, new inter-disciplinary programmes perceived to be demanded by the community have been introduced. But apparently little of this happens at the undergraduate level. Staff mentioned that inputs from graduates and employers are sought, but they point out that the few classes of graduates from HKUST might not present a complete picture. We were told that in responding to the requirements of the market for their graduates, their programme was not oriented towards training students to become professional scientists. Instead, the department perceives its role as training students to think analytically. Students were generally dissatisfied because they were unable to enroll in the Humanities and Social Science courses of their choice, and were particularly critical of the selection mechanism adopted to get into these courses.  One student complained there was no scope for choice of courses within the department.  Most students were, however, very positive about the courses and felt they were learning a lot.





		Curricula are largely imported from the U.S.A.. Curricular design changes are approved by the unit Curriculum Committee (chaired by the Head), but there is no coordinating committee for undergraduate programmes. New courses are proposed by individual faculty to the Head. There is little or no discussion within the unit or external input into the design of undergraduate curricula. There has also, apparently, been little or no discussion of the overall objectives, aims, or level of key undergraduate courses beyond the pious hope that they should provide an “enriching and broadening experience” for students majoring elsewhere. As admitted by one faculty member, curricula have “no coherence and no logic.” We view a recent report on the unit as remarkable mainly for its brevity and superficiality, though it does highlight some problems of programme planning and lack of identity/mission.





		The department uses an Academic Advisory Committee which can work effectively for comparative input about other universities' programmes.  However, it does not address industrial input.  The curriculum is primarily based on those of ten major US research universities.  The department is now grappling with adapting it to the local employment situation.





		Quality monitoring relies heavily on graduate employment data, teaching evaluation and, in the case of one programme, a mass-media quality survey.  There is little systematic feedback from students or employers - this is an issue the school wished to address. The school is developing an appropriate infrastructure to aid student feedback - direct e-mail links and an electronic poll-stand. At present e-mail use is limited to links with the administration. Experience of operating the undergraduate programme has led to a review of various features of the programme, including requirements for work outside the school.  Under review at present are core content, core resequencing, workload rationalisation, and the advisory system.  The issue of local content had been addressed and a series of local case studies is in preparation. The school sees as a priority the need to develop junior staff - many of whom were both new to Hong Kong and to teaching.  The twin demands of research and teaching pose problems of priority.  Use of the Educational Technology Centre is variable.





		This department has a somewhat considered approach to quality.  It could accept in principle the arguments in favour of curricular design based on some balance between the perception of the state of the art of the field in academic terms, the needs of students and graduates and the needs of stakeholders in society.  However, at present  the curriculum was primarily based on academic criteria. The department had been accredited by a local professional organization. The experience had to a degree been felt as a confrontation between the academic and US-derived criteria of the department and the local perspectives of the accrediting institution. The results of the accreditation in terms of the curriculum were to an extent seen as a constraint.   





		Good use is made of an external Academic Advisory Committee to help with curricular design.  There was weak connection to industry through an annual industry day and involvement in third year projects.





		Attention was being paid to the employment pattern of graduates and the curriculum was being adapted to suit.





		The sizes of many classes seemed rather large.  There is an over-reliance on TA support for teaching even though the teaching load of academic staff is very low.  Students felt that some of the TAs are not well enough qualified to provide adequate teaching support. 





		Students and faculty members complain that classes are far too large (average sizes 70 to 80 were mentioned).  The undergraduate courses are almost exclusively lectures with no tutorial sections (due to lack of appropriate teaching assistants).  Each faculty member is required to teach a total of three courses (both undergraduate and post-graduate) in a year.  When asked whether they had considered teaching more sections of the same undergraduate course to reduce class size, the question of equity in work load was raised in comparison with other schools.  However, there are quite a few courses with enrollment fewer than 10, and the Head mentioned that some were actually cancelled due to lack of student interest.  Moreover, the Head has been faced with requests from final year students who are desperate to get into any class just so that they graduate.





	Most delivery was apparently through classroom lectures and laboratory work.  Tutorials were useful, but students complained that it was difficult to communicate with those teaching assistants who cannot speak Cantonese.  Regular homework assignments, lab reports, quizzes and examinations bespeak a continuous assessment process, which many students complained resulted in excessive workloads that they find difficult to manage especially in their first year.  Higher year students indicated that they were able to manage their time more effectively, but they did not seem to have communicated their "tricks" to the first year students. In general, lack of communication among students in different years of study was apparent and perhaps indicated a learning environment that can be improved upon. One department required third-year students to take a lab course and to present reports as part of their communications training.  The department had introduced an active learning environment, a self-paced learning system, and installed a Classtalk system for real time feedback. Staff were aware of the Educational Technology Centre (ETC) or Instructional Development Unit (IDU) and some had used their services.  In general new staff and teaching assistants were encouraged but not required to use it.  Some staff felt the internet newsletter and some of the resources made available were useful.  Some staff expressed a lack of confidence in the quality of the trainers as the main reason why they had not used the services of the ETC/IDU.





		Methods of teaching and learning are decided ad hoc by individual faculty. Apparently they are not at all the subject of discussion among faculty. After all, we were told, “teaching is an art,” so it cannot be analyzed and discussed. Needless to say, the subgroup disagrees strongly with this view.





		The teachers in this department are extremely discouraged by the reality that they have to lower course-work standards to accommodate students who have little interest in the subject or are too pressured with other academic requirements.  The system of registration for classes is such that students seldom get their first choice.  These problems reflect a serious misfit between faculty interests, resource allocation, and the needs of the students in general. There used to be a curriculum committee, but now there is none.





	Students were happy in principle with the idea of distributional requirements, but were quite critical of some aspects of  the School of  Humanities and Social Sciences’ registration system and the types of courses available. Apparently there are: (a) a few popular courses whose enrolment limits are well short of the demand, and (b) a larger number of smaller courses with highly specialised topics which are of little interest to Hong Kong students.





Implementation Quality and Outcomes Assessment





		Implementation improvement is based primarily on the good intentions of individuals rather than being systematic. While there is excellent mentoring of junior staff, it is assumed that senior staff are excellent teachers and need not think about improvement.  Only about 5 of 40 staff were guessed to have taken advantage of the ETC/IDU videotaping of their lectures for self-improvement.  They seemed to believe that the ETC/IDU could not be specific enough to help staff member in this department.





		When asked about the incentives for faculty to work toward improving their teaching through various programmes, staff seemed overly concerned with “faculty freedom” rather than being interested in systematic improvement of teaching and learning quality.





		The unit prides itself on having mean Teaching Evaluation scores marginally higher than the mean, described as the “norm” for the University as a whole. (We are sceptical about the idea of taking pride in such performance.) Beyond that, there appears to be no formal process to monitor and improve the quality of teaching by members of staff, and there certainly is none for TAs. Some informal processes exist, and the unit head may talk to a faculty member having problems (how such problems are identified was not made clear). Annual reviews and periodic performance reviews are said officially to give due emphasis to teaching (40% teaching; 40% research; and 20% service). However, the teaching element is thought to be limited to the course evaluation results and the culture of the University is said to be predominantly research-oriented without sufficient emphasis on the recognition of teaching. 





		Individual staff members are young and energetic, but they are quite frustrated by structural constraints. Contacts with undergraduate students are minimal.  Not having a stable group of undergraduate majors, the unit has few channels to obtain feedback from current or past students.  





		Students found teaching staff generally approachable and responsive.  However there is no regular formal meeting with students to obtain feedback and give information and, with informal contact, much was left to the initiative of individual students.  Student commitment to teaching evaluation is variable given the perceived response time for any positive outcome.





		The undergraduates interviewed were quite unhappy with the small range of courses offered as well as the lack of information for guiding their choices.  





		Post-graduate students interviewed seem happy with their supervisors, especially with the junior staff members.  However, they have reservations about the structure of the programme and its administration.  The terms of their support have been changed quite arbitrarily, they feel overworked, and they believe their grievances are not being heard. Instead, they feel they have been passed around and betrayed by the senior administrators. 





		The department members sincerely care about the students and seek their input and act on it.  Staff are encouraged to periodically take their advisees to lunch.





	Student course evaluations are conducted at the end of each term, the results are reviewed by the department head and given to individual teachers.  Problem cases are dealt with by the heads or deans.  In general faculty members resisted the idea of publishing the evaluations in any form.  However, students indicated a strong preference for releasing them.  Some departments have regular meetings between department heads and student representatives, but the establishment of staff-student consultation meetings has not been institutionalized and actual practices appear to vary. Peer review for classroom teaching was in general absent. Students generally felt that lecturers are accessible and responsive when approached, but few did so.  Post-graduate students in at least one discipline felt that it was extremely difficult to find lecturers who are willing to spend time to supervise them and help them find a topic. (We were told that this is a universal problem in the field).





		The department as a whole had low teaching evaluation scores.  Unfortunately they only asked the bottom 10% of their staff to improve their teaching and apparently did not have any specific staff development plans or follow up.  There was only mention of ‘encouraging’ junior staff to attend sessions at the ETC.  The department had invited an outside expert to talk about improving teaching, but no follow up seemed to have been implemented.





		Curriculum design was based primarily on academic inputs from the faculty and from abroad (especially from the US).  Over time the department was positive towards the concept of including feedback from alumni.  However, the department did not see any relevant perspective in getting feedback from society, stakeholders, or industry.  As one professor put it, the department’s task was basic teaching and basic research, not a career-oriented approach. On the other hand, the curriculum did have a core element to cover the discipline’s basic elements and an elective part through which the students might profile their qualifications. However, the students severely criticised the lack of diversity among courses offered. This criticism probably was a reflection of the faculty’s low teaching load.





	The quality of teaching was in focus, though not in a close focus.  Quality was primarily considered a threshold problem: i.e., departmental concern was released only in those cases where individual teaching was found to be below an acceptable threshold.  The teacher in question would be asked to join ETC workshops, but there was no organized procedure within the department for controlled assistance and help. Nor did the Department perceive a context of accountability to university or school  leadership for teaching quality. The Department did not exchange information on quality initiatives either horizontally or vertically: perspectives and plans for quality enhancement were to all purposes a departmental affair. Staff appeared concerned about the quality and motivation of students, and efforts had lately been directed at adapting the curriculum to the academic level and profile of the incoming local students. The Department still perceived a considerable stress among the undergraduates, and it seemed disposed towards reducing their workload. Along these lines, the option of courses in humanities and social sciences was considered a possibly unnecessary luxury within a closely structured three year programme. The students seemed in principle to be satisfied with the procedures for feedback on quality of teaching, but in those cases where the teaching of an individual course had been bad the student feedback did not seem to have been effective in eliciting improvement. Respondents believe that students who meet serious academic difficulties would have a considerable problem getting assistance.  Summing up: this is a Department with a serious attitude and concern for quality, but a somewhat unstructured approach and no visible overall strategy.  





		The department felt strongly that there is a close and necessary relationship between teaching and research. Therefore, it did not perceive a need for discussion about the priority of research and teaching. The department was conscious of the need to uphold a credible minimum teaching quality threshold, and it tries to do so through supervision by the Head in addition to the student questionnaires. The teaching assistants were not brought satisfactorily into the discussion, but we should note that the department does make use of the ETC for teaching assistant training. Students consider the workload in several courses to be somewhat excessive, but on the other hand, they seem to have been able to argue successfully with individual teachers for workload reductions in their courses. However, actions resulting from student questionnaires were not visible to the students. Summing up, this is a department with a serious approach to teaching and especially towards research. However, the quality assurance record indicates some lack of commitment, and quality mechanisms were somewhat unstructured.





		The “Class Professor” scheme seems to be one of many channels that are available for student input.  The students felt that the staff listened to and reacted to their input.  They liked being able to ask the staff questions by e-mail.  On the other hand, the students felt that the staff valued research above teaching.





		Students did not feel that the teaching questionnaires were connected to improvements (they did not know the results or whether they resulted in any changes) so they did not want to spend time filling them out.





		Student representatives felt that they had excellent communication with the staff.  They said that after problems are discussed, “something happens, usually good.” Since staff welcome discussions, the upper-class students were less concerned about them having access to the results of the teaching evaluations.  However the first year students felt that it would be helpful to them to see the results. These students were happy with the TAs as they felt that their closeness in age made for easy communication.





		Many classrooms were said to be very crowded and noisy so that "one cannot hear the lecturers unless one sits in the front of the classroom".





Educational Technology Centre





		The Educational Technology Centre (ETC) consists of four units:





•	Audio-Visual Services Unit (AVSU; 15 staff)





•	Editorial and Translation Unit (ETU; 1 staff)





•	Graphics Unit (GU; 14 staff)





•	Instructional Development Unit (IDU; 3 staff)





		It also has three general supporting staff. The first three units devote only part of their effort to teaching: AVSU about 20%; ETU 0%; GU about 70%; IDU 100%. The first three units provide services in support of research and administration as well as teaching.





		The IDU was established in 1991 and is responsible to the AVP (Academic Affairs), since 1 April 1996 the AVP (Academic Affairs)(UG). It provides services in the following areas:





•	Orientation/induction training for Teaching Assistants (TAs); these are mostly one-day programmes





•	Workshops/seminars for faculty and TAs; topics are ad hoc; there is no programme





•	Consultative services for faculty and TAs





•	Design, administration, and analysis of the Teaching Evaluation questionnaires





•	Publication and preparation of teaching resources and references





•	Research projects related to teaching; e.g., the Action Learning Project funded by the UGC





•	Assistance with marking of multiple choice tests using Opscan machine





•	Self-access centre





		The most significant of these, and the one for which the IDU was originally established, is the administration of the Teaching Evaluation questionnaires. However, this system is not owned by the IDU.





		The IDU's clientele is predominantly TAs. Out of 400 TAs in the University, about 150 are active users of the IDU’s services. This amounts to about 50% of the new TAs and 25% of the more experienced TAs. Only about 10% of the faculty (about 50 people) use the IDU. 





		The following issues emerged during discussion:





•	Perception of ETC’s/IDU’s role. The ETC/IDU has received positive feedback from those who have used their services, but whole areas of the University have no dealings with and apparently no interest in the Centre/Unit except as a provider of technical services and support. The Unit aims to avoid being perceived as “teach police.” It seeks to cultivate supporters (“champions”) in departments and foster or facilitate collegial exchange on issues of teaching and learning quality, but it has achieved little success so far. 





•	Teaching Evaluation questionnaire. The programme suffers from conflicting aims: (a) to provide feedback about the course and instructor for improvement of content and teaching methods (the formative goal); and (b) to obtain ratings about the lecturer for promotion, substantiation, or reward (the summative goal).





•	Lack of evaluation of work of TAs. There is no policy to evaluate the work of TAs. IDU staff do liaise informally with departmental/school postgraduate coordinators over TAs’ activities and performance.





•	Limitation of resources. The ETC/IDU operates on a limited budget, much of it “soft money.” 





•	Vision for the future. IDU would like to see a greater emphasis on teaching and learning quality in the University. It suggests secondment of academic staff to IDU for short periods (say three months), and it proposes establishment of a Teaching Development Advisory Group consisting initially of academic colleagues from all departments.





•	Student learning. ETC/IDU has only a limited role in this area currently (mainly for the Language Centre and the Student Affairs Office). It does provide some assistance with study skills and the self-access centre is available.





		The Subgroup met with four TAs (“clients” of the ETC/IDU), who reported workweeks of 9 to 15 hours and tutorial groups of 15 to 25 students. They found the induction/orientation programmes provided by the IDU to be very useful and thought they should be compulsory. (We subsequently learned that one school has made such training mandatory and its extension to other schools is being pursued.) They reported that TAs have widely varying experiences with their principals (lecturers): some are very conscientious and supportive, but some are lazy and give little or no guidance to the TAs. It was also reported that TAs are “different” at HKUST because of language issues and, also, that some TAs do give lectures.





		In conclusion, the subgroup notes that the ETC/IDU is still a new and developing establishment, and that it appears to lack strong direction.  The Unit is well resourced in terms of facilities and state-of-the-art equipment, but it has limited staff and funding, and less policy support and guidance. The IDU’s focus is mainly on the induction and support of TAs. It has little interaction with faculty, except in the administration of the Teaching Evaluation questionnaires. The questionnaires are generally perceived as assessment instruments rather than quality improvement tools, and in any case they are administered too late in the semester to have much formative effect on current programmes.





The Language Centre





		The Language Centre receives strong support from every level of the University and it is very clear about its service roles.  The staff are in close touch with one another, and are proud of themselves as professional teachers of language.  Among the thirty five instructors, the tension between teaching and research does not seem to be an issue.  The staff members are informed about policies on research.  There are staff development funds for conferences, and timetables are adjusted for those pursuing higher degrees.  However, research is not a criterion for staff evaluation.





		Curricular Planning and Pedagogical Design:  The Centre offers a range of language enhancement courses for those not attaining minimum standard.  Its teaching team is given an entirely free hand to work out the curriculum.  They have weekly conferences.  The staff design and prepare all the course materials.





	The first-level language courses are short, but they concentrate on raising student confidence in their use of language.  Only a handful of students are required to go through a second semester of language enhancement.  The upper level courses are designed to relate to the students' other course work and enrollment is voluntary.  Courses include English and Putonghua learning.  Course content is linked to students' practical needs.  For example, language learning for business students involves presentation skills, job interviews and visits to work places.  Altogether eighty percent of HKUST students are involved with the centre's various courses.  Generally, the classes are heavily subscribed, especially the Putonghua courses.  Student motivations seem high, as attendance is maintained at 90-95 percent.  However, for non-credit courses, the drop out rate is high.  There is competition with elective courses offered by the School of Humanities and Social Science.  





		The classes are quite small, with an average of twenty-four students per course.  The language enhancement grants allow the Centre to bring extra staff, thus reducing class size to about fifteen. The Putonghua classes are larger.  The self-access facilities, however, are not fully utilized (except Star TV).  





		Implementation Quality and Outcomes Assessment:  Both staff and students interviewed feel that there has been good communication.  Student surveys constitute formal feedback to course coordinators.  The results of questionnaires are shown to students and improvements made.  The monitoring of staff performance is based on multiple channels.  Apart from the usual formal channels set by the administration, the Centre has developed its own appraisal form, helped by self-evaluation through video.  The Centre also relies on external assessment with input from the British Council. 





* Paragraphs in this Annex generally relate to different units.
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