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Stage 1: the ‘narrative’ or vision

What does the department stand for? What does it want to achieve? What is it going to do meet its objectives? 
Drafters may wish to look first at the questions below and use them as 'prompts' or suggestions for the kind of things they might wish to include in their statement – but this element of the strategy is intended to be as 'individual' as possible: a chance for the department to present its vision in its own words.

The UCL Department of Earth Sciences has changed out of all recognition from the old geology department from which it evolved. This mirrors the changes happening in the earth sciences as a discipline, with the growth in importance in short timescale issues such as climate change, environmental risk, natural hazards and loss of biodiversity, and also the growth in importance in methodologies and techniques such as satellite remote sensing, computer numerical modelling, global deep drilling and high resolution experiments. For UCL Earth Sciences, this has meant the development of areas of activity such as the Centre for Polar Observation and Modelling, computational mineral physics, the Benfield UCL Hazard Research Centre and new experimental and analytical laboratories. There has been a decline in activity in more traditional areas of geology and geophysics. 
This shift in the discipline and department has necessitated re-assessing and re-structuring teaching, starting from our view of what a UCL Earth Sciences graduate should be, the content of the curriculum, teaching methods employed and the background of our student intake. We aim to have a teaching structure which can be sustained during changes in the academic profile of the staff and student intake. In our re-structuring of teaching we have taken into account the requirements for teaching earth sciences within the Natural Sciences degree programme.
Earth science education at an undergraduate level should emphasize the complex and holistic nature of the earth system, which stands in contrast to the reductive approach of chemistry, physics and biology, but from which the earth sciences necessarily draws. Observation, from microscopic to global scales, experimentation and modelling are core to that education. Our graduates should be highly-competent individuals, able to lead in any field, but with a high level of subject-specific education for those who wish to embark upon employment, research or advanced study in the earth sciences. The teaching programme should motivate and challenge the academic staff.
Changes to our postgraduate teaching will conform to these developments whilst continuing to respond to the needs of the market.
Stage 2: the department in context
NB. You must save this document to your own computer in order to access the pop-up guidance

STRATEGIC ENVIRONMENT AND KEY GOALS

a) What is the nature of the strategic environment in which the department is working? How do external demands (and the department’s role in shaping or responding to those demands) affect the education service that is provided and how it is delivered? 

The department works in a strategic environment where understanding the earth is seen to be crucial for society, even if it is now on relatively short timescales that this understanding is seen to be so critical. One of the responsibilities of a leading department such as UCL Earth Sciences is to shape the debate on what are the critical areas both through its research and its teaching. There is strong demand for earth scientists in research, industry and commerce to address environmental change and exploit natural resources. However, at undergraduate level the pool of potential home recruits with a background in physical sciences is declining. 
The department’s response to this changing environment has been to re-structure its undergraduate teaching so that the earth sciences are taught in a holistic way and its graduates are educated in the earth sciences in the broad sense. Our key goal is to attract the best students who see understanding the earth as important, whether they intend or not to follow a vocational career in the earth sciences. We aim to educate students with discipline-specific knowledge. In additional we aim to furnish graduates with key skills which will allow them to adapt with ease to the new employment climate where career changes are the norm.
At postgraduate level there is increasing demand for specialized programmes.
b) How does the department innovate / mark itself out as distinct in this context? 

UCL Earth Sciences from 2008 will distinctively offer BSc/MSci Earth Sciences (alongside its MSc Earth Sciences International Programme, with the third year taken abroad). Students select a route through the earth sciences but the holistic nature of the discipline is emphasized. Innovative field teaching is core to this approach. The third year is based around project work with students individually and in teams solving problems in the earth sciences in the context in which they arise, in contrast to the more traditional lecture-based format. The fourth MSci year is based largely around independent research, together with advanced modules and seminar series. Fourth year students are encouraged to take modules, particularly in applied subjects, at Imperial and Royal Holloway Colleges.
Postgraduate teaching in Earth Sciences includes the unique Certificate Course in Natural Hazards for Insurers, the MSc Geophysical Hazards (which is the only UK programme which includes geological, hydrological and meteorological hazards) and the MSc Geoscience which draws on our breadth of MSc and MSci provision.
Undergraduate and postgraduate teaching in the department draws on distinctive research activities in the Centre for Polar Observation and Modelling, Hazard Research Centre, Micropalaeontology Unit, UCL Planetary Centre, Rock & Ice Physics Laboratory, and Computational Mineral Physics and Palaeoceanography groups.
c) What are the department's goals for the next period? 

a) The successful launch of our BSc/MSci Earth Sciences programme with its emphasis on a holistic approach to earth science education, problem-based learning and independent research. 

b) Development of a joint environmental science undergraduate programme with the Geography Department.
c) Continuous development of problem-based learning and use of tools such as Moodle.
d) Extending our international teaching collaboration and placement of students abroad.

e) Widen participation and in particular bring the proportional of women undergraduates back to 50%.

f) Improve the conversion ratio of UCAS applicants.
g) Attract more Natural Science students to take earth science streams.
h) Increase student numbers on our MSc Geoscience programme through effective publicity.
APPROACHES TO TEACHING, LEARNING AND ASSESSMENT

d) What is the teaching, learning and assessment philosophy of the department, and how does this fit with UCL's overarching institutional aims? 

The philosophy of the department for undergraduate teaching is that students should be inducted over four years to become independent learners and researchers. In the re-structured teaching programme, the first year concentrates on the development of a fundamental knowledge base in the earth sciences and honing essential scientific skills in mathematics, chemistry and physics. The second year concentrates on the acquisition of specific skills used in the collection, analysis, and interpretation of data, alongside in-depth lecture courses which provide subject-specific knowledge. In the third year, thematic teaching is based upon the research background of the academic staff, principally through project-based problem-oriented learning. The fourth MSci year provides specific training in research skills and independent research. Fieldwork teaching is emphasized as an effective methodology in delivering both subject-specific knowledge and key skills. Laboratory and computer modelling practicals contribute to the breadth of teaching.
Postgraduate teaching emphasizes the development of subject-specific knowledge and key skills, including problem-solving and independent research.

Assessment policies are being developed and diversified to cover the full range of tools available, including written examinations, oral examinations, oral and poster presentations, project reports / dissertations, laboratory and field notebooks and peer-assessment in relation to problem-based learning.

This fits with UCL’s overarching institutional aims of diversity in methods of teaching and assessment.
e) How does the department structure its teaching? 

The BSc Earth Sciences programme is intended to provide a complete education and training over the breadth of the earth sciences, which will qualify graduates for employment or training in the discipline, and provide transferable skills that will qualify them for a wide range of professional employment outside the earth sciences.  The MSci Earth Sciences programme is intended as an entry route for high-level professional employment or postgraduate education.  

The first, second and third years of the BSc and MSci programmes are common. Years one and two provide core skills and knowledge in the subject.  The third year provides opportunities for specialization and diversification, with an emphasis on individual initiative and problem-based learning.  The fourth year of the MSci programme in particular provides a level of research training through example and experience, alongside advanced modules, as a preparation for postgraduate education or a professional career in the earth sciences.

On entry to the BSc/MSci Earth Sciences programme, the student will select a “diet”, following a route through the subject (e.g., geology, geophysics, palaeobiology, environmental geoscience or planetary science). There is considerable overlap between these diets and opportunities for students to switch diets particularly in the first year and into the second year of study. The holistic nature of the subject is emphasized.

It is anticipated, that as the BSc/MSci Earth Sciences programmes become established, the present multiplicity of undergraduate programmes within the department will be dispensed with.

Undergraduate modules within the department are based on UCL’s half or full course units.  A half course unit should produce about 150 hours work for the students (and double that for full course units).  This may be in the form of lectures, tutorials, practical or laboratory sessions, fieldwork and independent reading and research. Eight half course units (or equivalent) are followed in each academic year.
The modules are also available to earth science streams in the BSc/MSci Natural Sciences degree.

Our postgraduate programmes are the Certificate in Natural Hazards for Insurers, MSc Geophysical Hazards (which shares two modules with the Certificate programme) and MSc Geoscience (which draws on existing MSc and MSci modules). We use the UCL module credit system. Many MSc modules are also available to MSci students.
f) How does the department’s approach to student recruitment impact upon its teaching and learning policies? 

We do not require students to have any subject specific knowledge of the earth sciences at entry to our undergraduate programmes, and our teaching is based around that premise.

Our wide range of acceptable A level subjects means that we have to address the issues of mathematics, chemistry and physics in particular. We teach maths to all students without Maths A level and Elementary Chemistry for those without Chemistry A level. For those without Physics A level, we provide a physics tutorial system based around a first-year geophysics module.

At a postgraduate level we generally recruit students with a basis in the earth sciences. We provide tailored support in mathematics.
Overseas students who need to improve their English are currently encouraged to attend courses at the language centre.
g) How is the department engaged with the widening participation agenda and what measures are in place to support students from less-traditional backgrounds? 

We presently recruit students with a wide range of A levels and are more flexible than say physics, chemistry or biology departments as we do not require subject specific knowledge in the earth sciences for entry. The department has engaged in the Widening Participation agenda through summer schools and supporting the activities of the Geologists’ Association. We encourage students with disabilities, which may affect their capacity to do fieldwork, to engage as fully as possible within the requirements for health and safety and have web-based “field observation” teaching available.
We have a comprehensive personal tutor system, where an undergraduate student will have a single personal tutor throughout their education at UCL. The personal tutor acts as a point of contact for students, to provide guidance, enable them to access appropriate UCL provision or have tailored academic tutorials arranged. For taught postgraduate students, the programme director acts as that point of contact.
h) Are there any issues around staff recruitment that might impact upon teaching and learning? How does the department encourage staff development in this area? 

Our teaching is research-led and ultimately reflects the breadth of interest of our staff.
All staff are encouraged to go on training courses. With the introduction of problem-based learning in the department, we arranged with CALT to put on training specifically for our staff. We intend to develop this further with best-practice workshops to encourage staff to consider incorporating the most effective teaching methods into their modules. 
i) How does the department measure its success in teaching and learning? 

We measure our success in teaching and learning by looking at the employment or further study destinations of students and degree class distributions. We also take into account student feedback on teaching and a final graduate exit survey. We pay particular attention to the comments of external examiners who have orally examined our students.  
j) How does the department prepare students for employment / further study? 

We aim to provide our undergraduate students with the skills that will serve them well in their future careers, whether they work in the earth sciences or elsewhere. In addition we emphasize the development of transferable skills throughout the curriculum, but particularly in our fieldwork teaching. The department also encourages international placements through our BSc-MSci Earth Science International Programme.
Our postgraduate teaching is more specifically geared to students intending to follow careers where they will use their specific subject knowledge, whether in industry, the City, research or the public sector.
We also work with the UCL Careers Office and participate in the Geological Society careers activities.
DEPARTMENTAL BUSINESS PLAN AND RESOURCES

k) How is the department funding its strategic aims? 

The re-structuring of teaching within the department has brought the resources devoted to teaching broadly into balance with the income earned. Academic staff numbers in the department have been cut and the teaching load on individual academic staff has been significantly reduced to roughly 20% of their time on average. Support staff and space used for teaching have been correspondingly reduced. Undergraduate fieldwork teaching remains heavily subsidized by the department (although that subsidy has been substantially reduced), which reflects the inadequacy of HEFCE funding for core teaching in the field. Postgraduate teaching provision remains under review.
The sharp reduction in resources devoted to undergraduate teaching has, on the one hand allowed the department to make real cost savings and on the other, enabled staff to take advantage of the full economic costing regime for research.
ENGAGEMENT WITH INSTITUTIONAL POLICY

l) How far does the department's approach to teaching and learning draw on UCL's institutional policies (and other external bodies’ requirements where appropriate)? 

UCL’s Learning and Teaching and International Strategies are used when drawing up degree programme aims and objectives. The benchmark statement by the Quality Assurance Agency, comments of the external examiners and views of the Geological Society of London are taken into account.
m) How does the department monitor the areas identified above? 

The department monitors delivery through the Departmental Teaching Committee and its degree programmes sub-committee and the Departmental Staff-Student Consultative Committee.
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