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	1.
	Department of Accountancy

	
	


1.1 Location of the Department 

The move in August 2002 to the Quinn (undergraduate) Building on the Belfield Campus has provided staff with modern, excellent working facilities and pleasant surroundings. The Department occupies 13 offices in the new Quinn Building on the Belfield Campus. Two Executive Assistants occupy one of these offices, which also houses office supplies and Departmental records.  In addition, the Senior Teaching Assistants of the Department share an office with similar personnel from other departments in the Faculty. The Department occupies five offices on the Blackrock Campus, one of which is shared with another department for secretarial/administrative purposes. The Department does not have any other dedicated space and shares photocopying and storage facilities with other departments.

In recent years, the Department has invested significant sums on various items of office furniture, computers, printers, servers, extensive databases (for research purposes) and a scanner. In addition, each full-time academic staff member possesses a Departmental laptop computer.

	
	


1.2 Staff Details

The Department currently has 12 permanent academic staff (including one full-time computer applications specialist), 2 contract but full-time academic staff, 12 part-time lecturers/senior fellows/senior teaching assistants and 5 administrative staff. There are three (full) Professors, one Associate Professor, one Senior Lecturer, eight Lecturers of which two are contract staff, and one computer specialist. (A further Lecturer position is currently vacant and is in the process of being filled). The Department has 12 part-time academic staff, of which five are classified as "Senior Teaching Assistants" in accordance with the Faculty of Commerce policy for small group teaching at undergraduate level. These Senior Teaching Assistants deliver, in its entirety, the Department’s teaching commitment to second year undergraduate students. In addition, the Department has two permanent Executive Assistants, one Administrative Assistant (contract position), one half-time, permanent Executive Assistant, and one half-time Senior Executive Assistant who is the programme manager for the Master of Accounting degree.

	Table 1.1: Total number of Staff in Department of Accountancy
	
	
	

	Grade
	Permanent
	Contract &  Full-time
	Part-time
	Total

	
	
	
	
	

	Full-time Teaching Staff
	
	
	
	

	Professors
	3
	n/a
	n/a
	

	Associate Professor
	1
	n/a
	n/a
	

	Senior Lecturer
	1
	n/a
	n/a
	

	Lecturers
	6
	2
	n/a
	

	Computer applications specialist
	1
	n/a
	n/a
	

	
	12
	2
	n/a
	14

	
	
	
	
	

	Part-time Teaching Staff
	
	
	
	

	Lecturers
	n/a
	n/a
	5
	

	Senior Fellows
	n/a
	n/a
	1
	

	Senior Teaching Assistants
	n/a
	n/a
	6
	

	
	n/a
	n/a
	12
	12

	
	
	
	
	

	Administrative Staff
	
	
	
	

	Programme Manager 
	n/a
	n/a
	1
	

	Executive Assistants
	2
	1
	1
	

	
	2
	1
	2
	5

	
	
	
	
	

	Overall Staff Totals
	14
	3
	14
	31


1.3     Courses and Programmes

The Department of Accountancy provides courses at undergraduate and post-graduate level together with service teaching and as part of Commerce Degree courses within the overseas programme of the Faculty of Commerce.

Undergraduate teaching in Accounting is provided mainly for the BComm (various modes) and BBLS programmes. The Department provides a full range of courses in all aspects of accounting and teaches approximately 2,500 undergraduate students (equivalent to about 300 FTEs) in any given academic year, with some of these students taking several course offerings by the Department. The Department also provides a small amount of service teaching to the Faculty of Arts and the Faculty of Engineering and Architecture. 

During the past decade the total number of undergraduate students in the Department has remained relatively constant. This is because the various Accounting courses are compulsory in first and second years. In third year, students may elect to enter the BComm (Accounting) mode and typically around 100 students - about one-third of the final years do so. Most of the BComm (Accounting) students take up employment with professional accountancy firms, or in the financial services area. Other undergraduate students, including Erasmus, Occasional and Junior Year Abroad (JYA) participants, may elect to sit the Accounting options and many of them do so. Thus, final year students for Accounting subjects can range from 100 to nearly 200 participants, depending on the subject involved. (Student numbers in the service teaching classes are relatively small and are not emphasised in this report).

Postgraduate teaching is provided for the specialist Master of Accounting (MAcc) programme, which was launched as the Diploma in Professional Accounting in 1979. This MAcc programme is now recognised as the premier route to qualification as a chartered accountant, as witnessed by its high standard of intake, with only graduates of a 2.1 honours level or higher being admitted to the programme. In addition, the Department has a significant teaching commitment on both the Master of Business Administration (MBA) and Higher Diploma in Business Studies (DBS) programmes. The Department delivers postgraduate teaching, over separate courses, to approximately 2,000 postgraduate students per academic year, with some students selecting two different courses offered. This gross number translates to about 150 FTEs.  

Student numbers at postgraduate level have shown an increase in recent years mainly due to the expansion of the MBA programme and, for 2002, the additional numbers admitted to the MAcc degree. The MComm is a research degree. There is no annual intake and students are registered occasionally. It is intended that the one student, currently registered for the MComm, will progress his study towards a PhD thereafter. Currently, there are four registered PhD students with the Department of whom one is EU funded and resident in Dublin.  

In addition, the Department provides Taxation courses both at undergraduate and postgraduate levels. For historical, rather than logical reasons, the Department has responsibility for providing a variety of Business Law courses to the Faculty of Commerce, both at undergraduate and postgraduate level. 

In recent years, some Department members have become involved, in various ways, with a range of Faculty of Commerce courses offered in overseas locations, as well as Executive Education programmes offered locally, at Diploma, Degree and Masters level. Such courses are run under the auspices of "Management House" on the Blackrock Campus and are considered outside the normal teaching allocations of the Faculty and are referred to herein as 'non core courses'.

	2    Departmental Self-Assessment

	2.1  The Co-ordinating Committee
Professor Peter Clarke,  Chairman

Professor Niamh Brennan

Dr Gerardine Doyle

Dr John McCallig

Ms Catherine Allen

Mr Dáibhí  O’Leary

2.1    Methodology Adopted

This Quality Assurance/Quality Improvement (QA/QI) Review process was conducted in accordance with the legislative requirements of the Universities Act, 1997.  

According to the ten-year plan for the review of academic departments in University College Dublin, the Department of Accountancy was scheduled to be reviewed during the academic year 2001/02. The QA/QI Review process began formally in the Department with the appointment by the Director of Quality Assurance of two facilitators, Professor Gerry Doyle, Department of Botany and Dr Valerie Richardson, Department of Social Policy and Social Work. However the review was deferred. The QA/QI process recommenced in March 2002. A Department co-ordinating committee was established in April 2002, which was representative of all levels of staff in the Department and also included a postgraduate student member. 

The Co-ordinating Committee met formally on seven occasions up to March 2003 at which progress on various issues was discussed. The agenda, which was fixed from meeting to meeting, was distributed in advance and minutes were taken and circulated.  

In addition, there were numerous informal discussions between members of the co-ordinating committee collaborating on certain areas of the Self-Assessment Report. Throughout the period, all members of staff not on the Department Co-ordinating Committee were kept informed of the progress of the SAR since it was an item on the agenda for all monthly Department meetings. 

As each chapter of the SAR was drafted it was circulated to each member of the Co-ordinating Committee for comments and annotations. Professor Peter Clarke was responsible for the format and layout of the SAR, though all members of the committee contributed to the writing, editing and proof reading. Copies of the “alpha” draft were circulated to members of staff to provide written comments on this draft. In addition, this draft received detailed attention at a meeting of most of the staff in the Department specially convened for that purpose on 11th December 2002. Following this meeting a final draft, incorporating comments from the staff present, was circulated for comment on 23rd January and a number of further amendments were subsequently made. The SAR was finalised during the first week in February 2003.

The Co-ordinating Committee met formally with the Chairman and Rapporteur of the PRG on two occasions. In addition they were provided with the ‘alpha’ draft and returned comments to Professor Peter Clarke. E-mail and telephone communication between Professor Clarke and the facilitators was maintained during the preparation of the SAR.



	


2.3
General Comment

The PRG considered that the SAR had been prepared in an appropriate and extremely efficient manner and covered all the salient points. In general it represented the collective views of the Staff of the Department and the few points of disagreement were clarified during the PRG site visit. The SAR was completed within the required deadlines. The efficiency and courtesy of the Departmental Committee shown towards the Chairperson and Rapporteur at all times was particularly noted.

3     
Site Visit

3.1   
Timetable

Sunday, 23 March 2003 

17.00  PRG met, Stillorgan Park Hotel

19.30  Dinner hosted by the Registrar and Vice-President for Academic Affairs

Monday, 24 March 2003

All meetings took place in Room Q233, Quinn Building 

9.30-10.00      PRG met in Quinn Building 

10.00-11.00    PRG met with Departmental Co-ordinating Committee

11.00-11.30    PRG met with Dean of Commerce

11.30-12.00    Coffee

12.00-12.30    PRG met Head of Department

12.30-13.00    PRG met with Professor of Accountancy

13.00-14.00    Working lunch, PRG only

14.00-14.30    PRG met PCW Professor of Accounting

14.30-15.30    Private meetings with individual staff at their request

15.30-16.00    PRG met current Master of Accounting students

16.00-16.30    Coffee

16.30-17.30    Visit to Departmental offices and other facilities in Quinn  

                       Building

19.30               PRG only, working dinner 

Tuesday, 25 March 2003 

All meetings took place in Room Q233, Quinn Building 

9.00-9.30        PRG met the  Dean of International Affairs, UCD

9.30-11.00      Private meetings with staff at their request

11.00-11.30    Coffee

11.30-12.00    PRG met Third Year students

12.00-12.30    PRG met Second Year students

12.30-14.00    Working lunch with graduate employers 

14.00-14.30    PRG met First Year students

14.30-15.30    Private meeting with staff at their own request

15.30-16.00    PRG met Senior Teaching Assistants

16.00-16.30    Discussion time for PRG

16.30-17.00    PRG met graduates of the Department
19.30              PRG only, working dinner 

Wednesday, 26 March 2003 

All meetings will took place in Room Q233, Quinn Building 

9.00-1.00        PRG completion of first draft of the report

13.00-14.30    Working lunch PRG only

14.30-15.00    PRG met Head of Department

15.00- 15.30   Exit Presentation given by External Reviewers, to all


 staff members

3.2
Methodology

The PRG was chaired by Professor Gerry Doyle, with Dr Valerie Richardson as Rapporteur.  The general approach adopted was that all members of the PRG were involved in addressing all aspects of the review.

3.3
General Comments

The PRG site visit was extremely well organised and the Group were received with great courtesy by the staff and students of the Department. Any request made by the PRG was responded to immediately. There was open access to all the Departmental facilities. It was clear that the Department had entered collectively into the process and while they commented on the amount of work it entailed they were in agreement that it had been a worthwhile exercise. The staff and students, graduate students and employers were willing to engage in open and frank discussions with the PRG.

4
Peer Review

4.1
Methodology

All members of the PRG were involved in addressing all aspects of the review. Sections 1-4 of the Report were completed using information from the SAR and verified during the site visit. While all members of the group were involved in drafting the final report, primary responsibility for each section was as follows:

5.1 
Dr   Richardson

5.2 
Professor   Doyle

5.3   
Joint responsibility of Professor Marrian and Professor Collins  

5.4   
Joint responsibility of Professor Marrian and Professor Collins

5.5   
Professor Collins

5.6   
Professor Marrian

5.7   
Professor Walsh

Professor Marrian, based on the agreed views of the PRG, gave the exit presentation. While all members of the academic and administrative staff were invited to the exit presentation not all the academic staff were able to be present.

4.2
Sources Used

The main source was the SAR of the Department of Accountancy. 

The following sources were also used:

i. Meetings with the Departmental Committee.

ii. Meetings with individual academic and administrative staff of the Department of Accountancy at their request.

iii. Meeting with the Dean of Commerce.

iv. Meetings with undergraduate and postgraduate students and recent graduates.

v. Meeting with Dean of International Affairs.

vi. Meetings with employers: KPMG, Ernst & Young, Deloitte & Touche and PWC.

vii. UCD Faculty of Commerce booklets.

viii. Reports of external examiners.

4.3
Review Group's View of the Self-assessment Report

The Report was extremely comprehensive, covered all the salient points and gave an appropriate balance between description and analysis. The Report benefited from the curriculum review exercise that had been carried out during the previous academic year. The SAR accurately represented the views of the Department and where there was any disagreement this was of a minor nature and was clarified during the site visit. Unfortunately there was no involvement of the part-time teachers in the preparation of the report and in retrospect it was agreed by the Departmental Committee that their involvement would have been helpful, especially in respect of the operationalising of the new small group teaching approach in 2nd year for which the part-time teachers are mainly responsible. However, their views were obtained during the site visit.

Particular mention must be made of the significant work of Professor Peter Clarke, who oversaw the preparation and completion of the SAR.

5
Findings of the Peer Review Group

It was clear to the PRG that the Department of Accountancy is made up of a dedicated and hard working group of academic and administrative staff. The move to the new accommodation in the Quinn Building has provided greatly improved working conditions for staff and students. However, the students commented that the Building can be noisy and at times difficult for study. The requirement for all students to have laptop computers was introduced for 1st year BComm students in the academic year 2002/2003. As this requirement spreads to all undergraduate years it is already clear that there will be a shortage of workspace in subsequent academic years.

The split between the undergraduate teaching facilities and the postgraduate facilities in the Michael Smurfit Business School in Blackrock does cause problems for staff and students. Some staff members are based in Blackrock and somewhat isolated from the main body of the Department. In addition, for the staff, travelling time between the two campuses and the lack of parking in Belfield can be difficult. For the students, the availability of books and journals in both libraries, requiring travel between them, can be a source of frustration.

There has been significant progress over the past ten years in monitoring the work of the department, changes in teaching methods, research output of the staff and the number of PhD’s obtained by staff or recruitment of staff with PhD qualifications. During the academic year 2001/2 the Department undertook a comprehensive curriculum review and this has provided a basis for future development.

The Department of Accountancy is unusual within the Faculty of Commerce in that it has a professional focus and strong link with the accounting institutes. However, a Department of Accountancy must be more than just a training ground for accountants. The Department of Accountancy in UCD is well aware of the need to balance both the professional interests of students and the development of an intellectual component within the courses. They seem to have achieved this balance and in particular have been developing their research output. Initially the undergraduate students identify with the BComm as a whole rather than with the Department of Accounting. However, the final year students who are moving towards becoming professional accountants have a greater identification with the Department. However, these third-year students reported that points of contact with the department were unclear. This might be rectified if the staff administrator of each year of the Accountancy programme held a general meeting with the BComm students at the beginning of each academic year.

5.1
Departmental Details

Professor Niamh Brennan was appointed as Head of Department for a period of three years commencing in September 2002. Consequently she was immediately responsible for ensuring the successful operation of the QA/QI process. It was very clear to the PRG that Professor Brennan faced a challenging situation in undertaking both her new role, which required ‘getting to grips with running the department’ and also undertaking the QA/QI exercise. Despite these pressures it was clear that she was running the Department in an open and democratic fashion and staff stated that they had the opportunity to express their views, which were being heard. Regular staff meetings with a previously agreed and circulated agenda together with the taking of minutes have facilitated this. In addition, these meetings provided an opportunity for staff to be given information on the workings of the Department.

The duties and responsibilities of the Heads of Department in UCD are not explicitly laid down by the University Administration. While this is not peculiar to the Department of Accountancy, new Heads of Department would be greatly facilitated in taking up their posts if there were clear guidelines as to their duties and responsibilities. Professor Brennan made this point to the PRG strongly.

5.2 Planning and Organisation

Planning

· Mission Statement: there appears to be an opportunity to give further consideration to the mission statement so that it might more explicitly express both the professional and academic aspirations of the Department.

· Planning: strategic planning for the Department should be a priority at staff meetings. Identification of new areas for research and upgrading within other areas should be agreed and prioritised. Department priorities should then be fed into the Faculty of Commerce strategic plans in order that the Department can take charge of its own future planning within the Faculty Strategic Plan, i.e. the Department should be proactive rather than reactive within the Faculty Strategy.

· Staff selection:  to fulfil the objectives of recruiting high quality staff

· Prioritised positions should be internationally advertised.

· Shortlisting carried out by properly constituted assessment boards including external assessors and members of the Department of Accountancy.

· Posts should be filled based on the recommendation of the assessment board.

· The Department should acquire the data required for effective strategic planning. Properly calculated student and staff FTEs for the Department and for all Departments in the Faculty should be used in placing the Department in the general organisational framework of the Faculty and the University. The basis for resource allocation at Faculty level should be clearly stated.

· Development of a PhD cohort:  the active development of a PhD culture should be established as a priority. An exposition of the research ethic and research possibilities to students during their undergraduate careers should be built into the academic programmes.

Organisation

· Staff meetings appear to be productive, occur frequently and are well organised.
· Information on workloads is supplied to all staff.
· There is a possibility that ‘non-core/non-traditional’ teaching efforts could be incorporated in normal workloads and that the Department might derive the benefits from Faculty derived resources from these activities.
· Communication between staff at all levels is effective.  Communication between the Department and students is effective at the academic level but the Department’s identity is not clearly explained to students. As a consequence, students are not aware of protocols for expressing difficulties that may arise. Solutions to the communication problem might include:
· The identification of year leaders.
· The staging of introductory departmental talks at the beginning of each academic year that would explain the protocols for discussion of academic problems.
· The provision (to all students) of a list of room locations of all members of staff.

5.3
Taught Programmes

The Department of Accountancy teaches undergraduate and post-graduate courses within the Degree programmes of the Faculty of Commerce and interfaculty degrees with the Faculty of Law. There is no undergraduate degree in accountancy per se. They also provide service courses and non-core courses. The curriculum review undertaken by the Department in the previous academic year had led to the provision of relevant and well-constructed courses. The main employers of accountancy students with whom the PRG met were fulsome in their praise of the graduates they employ and believe that the courses provide an excellent basis for accountancy training.

The move to the Quinn building and the limitation on class size to 50 while providing first class facilities, has had implications for the teaching resources of the Department. While teaching in small groups is appropriate for some courses it is not necessarily so for all classes, particularly for heavy information-giving courses. It has necessitated repeat teaching for certain members of staff, which is not necessarily the best use of staff resources nor does it necessarily provide standard teaching across the class groups. (This issue is discussed at further length below under 5.4 Small Group Teaching).

5.4
Teaching and Learning

· The Department provides programmes of undergraduate courses within the BComm, the BComm (International), and the BBLS degrees.

· The Department teaches a large number of students, from which it derives a substantial number of student FTEs.

· At Masters level, the Department provides the MAcc programme, and the relatively large student number on this programme creates a significant burden of supervision of dissertations/research projects.

· The Department provides inputs to the Faculty’s MBA programmes and the Higher Diplomas in Business Studies.

· The Department also provides a range of ‘service teaching’ courses for other faculties.

· The PRG was particularly impressed by

· Strong positive feedback from teaching assessments/course evaluations.

· Positive feedback from students to PRG on courses and programmes.

· Use of technology in teaching and online access to teaching materials and e-learning facilities provided by teaching staff.

· Provision of a range of course materials in hard copy format to students.

· The emerging proposals for modification of courses and development of new courses following the Department’s recent undergraduate curriculum review.

· The high quality of students attracted to the Department’s postgraduate and undergraduate courses.

· The PRG noted that the move to Small Group Teaching at levels 2 and 3 in 2002/3 provides opportunities for greater student participation and learning, and that the students appreciated such opportunities.

Programmes of Learning

· The PRG has identified a need for clear lines of communication between students and lecturers, and with more senior departmental staff, including the Head of Department, to deal with specific and more general issues related to courses and programmes.

· The Year co-ordinators (Tutors) for 1st, 2nd and 3rd years should act as an initial point of contact for students with the Department.

· The Department should ensure that the Student Forum is working effectively and its existence and operation are known to all.

First Years:

· The PRG was impressed by the actions taken when a difficulty arose in relation to ‘Introduction to Accounting’, particularly for those who had not studied the subject at second level.

· There seems to be a need for a programme of tutorial support (or small group teaching strategies) for ‘beginners’ in 1st year Accounting.

· Students expressed dissatisfaction with the methodology of on-line tests. The PRG recommends that the security of first year on-line tests should be re-evaluated in view of allegations by students of widespread abuse of this assessment system.

Second Years:

· Students find the small group teaching satisfactory, but had difficulties with the use of three-hour lecture blocks for subjects. The PRG recognise the difficulties of retaining attention during long class periods, given the need for focused concentration on the technical material being covered, and suggests that a subject should be taught in separate lecture sessions of 2 hours and 1 hour on different days of the week as a feasible alternative.  

· Students noted the sharp increase in complexity between examples used in class and the problem material in the course pack. It is suggested that a set of examples with a more graduated range of complexity could improve the learning experience of students.

· Students had a very positive view of the use of hard copy POWERPOINT handouts, which could be annotated in class with comments and elaborations

Third Years:

· The PRG received a clear message that there has been a failure of communication with the specialist accounting students in relation to points of contact to deal with general problem issues. However, students commented very positively on the facilities provided by individual lecturers to deal with specific course issues and queries on course materials.

MAcc


· Students commented on the intensity of the course, particularly during the first semester and suggested that more time be allowed for preparation prior to the first semester examination. This may mean beginning the semester earlier than at present.

· Students commented very favourably on the organisation of the course and their contact with the lecturers and the course director, notwithstanding the difficulties with the location of the programme.

· The MAcc dissertation is a source of worry and concern for students, possibly exacerbated by the difficulties they expected during the Summer period after they leave campus.
· The PRG endorses the view expressed by some members of staff that student expectations in relation to supervision of dissertations be standardised, and that steps should be taken to ensure that the quantum of supervision available to each student be equalised.

· Some concerns were expressed that contact between course organisers and class representatives could be more systematic.

· Graduates of the MAcc programme suggested that a course in Corporate Governance and Ethics should be provided in the programme. The PRG note that a proposal for a new undergraduate elective in this area had emerged from the work of the Curriculum Review Committee, and it recommends that consideration be given to extending this proposal to include some coverage of this topical area in the MAcc programme.

· The PRG endorses and supports the Department’s intention to review the MAcc syllabi, teaching methods, and research supervision methodologies. In particular, the PRG strongly supports the view that some elements of small-group work and team building be introduced into the programme.

Small Group Teaching:

While the small group teaching approach has been appreciated by students it does have its limitations and it raises some difficulties:

· It may require repetitive teaching by staff. There are obvious difficulties for staff members who are required to teach multiple groups of students on a course, repeating the same lectures several times each week.

· At present, it requires the use of part-time senior teaching assistants.

· Its present mode of operation requires a divorce of the course development process and the presentation of lectures to students.

· Students appear to perceive (whether or not it is the reality) that some groups may receive different class presentations.

The PRG considered the following points:

· Where the course material does not benefit from interactive classes, perhaps an alternative teaching methodology might be employed.

· Limits should be placed on the number of groups in a course for which a full-time lecturer is responsible.

· The divorce of course preparation and presentation is not desirable. The PRG suggests that the designer of a course should present to (at least) one group to test the quality and suitability of content in practice.

· The need for full-time staff to prepare materials, to supervise teaching assistants and to standardise examining grades places a serious burden on staff to whom this responsibility is allocated.

· The danger with the present small-group teaching system is that full-time academic staff will become course administrators or course managers, and this should be avoided.

· Part time staff would welcome student feedback and comment on their course delivery and presentation.

· Some members of academic staff are concerned that the relatively unattractive pay and conditions of part-time teaching staff may result in a significant level of part-time staff turnover, and that this is a potential threat to the stability of the small-group teaching system. These concerns are shared by the PRG.  The training and orientation of part-time teaching staff requires a high level of full-time staff input, and this may be regarded as an inefficient use of staff resources if there is a significant level of turnover of part-time staff.

· There appears to be a lack of student interaction with full-time staff, particularly in 2nd year where there is high dependency on part-time staff.

· The PRG would prefer to see the Department and the Faculty developing an alternative solution to the contact hour requirements of the Small Group Teaching policy. For example, the use of full-time research students (masters and PhD’s) is suggested elsewhere in the report. Alternatively the conversion of part time teaching positions into full-time academic positions (requiring both teaching and research) would provide significant advantages for the Department

The use of continuous assessment as part of course assessment varies considerably across undergraduate courses. Additionally, strategies to ensure that teaching and learning outcomes and skills development are achieved are not generally in place. Favourable comments were received from students where continuous assessments are used.

The Department should explore the possibility of obtaining additional funding to provide a consistent programme of continuous assessments across all courses, with the balance between elements of the assessments designed to monitor the achievement of learning outcomes.

Service Teaching

The PRG recommends that a review of the objectives and content of service courses be carried out, to ensure that these courses continue to be relevant to their audiences in the context of their specific courses and programme objectives.

'Non Core' Courses

The PRG shares the concerns of the Department that the range of quality assurance mechanisms associated with courses that are designated ‘non core’ courses in the self-assessment report be operated consistently and fully.  These include:

· That the HOD should approve the individuals who are proposed by programme directors to deliver courses in the subject areas of the Department (Accounting and Business Law).

· That draft examination papers in relevant subject areas be presented to the HOD in English and in sufficient time for approval and for clearance by the External Examiner. 

· That samples of marked scripts be reviewed by the External Examiner prior to the holding of the Examination Board Meeting.

The PRG supports the view that the Department must be in a position to insist that the content, duration and standards of courses in Accounting and relating areas offered in overseas locations are comparable in all aspects with the standards of equivalent courses offered in the UCD campus.

Resources of ‘non core’ courses

At present the Department obtains no recognition in terms of resources allocated for the work carried out by full-time members of academic staff on ‘non core' courses. In addition, the individuals providing course inputs are not selected by the HOD but are instead invited to do so by the Programme Director independently of the Department.

The present arrangements operating in respect of 'non core' courses are that the individual providing course inputs is personally remunerated through the Programme Director and the teaching contact hours involved are not counted by the HOD in the allocation of ‘core’ teaching duties within the Department.

Views expressed by some members of academic staff suggest that this arrangement should be modified so that the Department (rather than the individual) is remunerated for 'non core' services and that the teaching contact involved should be taken into consideration in the allocation of departmental teaching duties. The payment received by the Department may then be used to supplement teaching resources to provide additional contact hours.

The PRG recommends that the Department should explore the possibility of implementing this alternative arrangement for 'non core' teaching duties in order to free up the time of contributors to the 'non core' courses for research and other scholarly activity.

5.5
Research and Scholarly Activity

· The Heads of Department are to be complemented on effectively developing a research culture over the past decade or more. This is evidenced from the material provided by the SAR and discussions with staff.

· This has been achieved predominantly by the increase in the number of staff with PhDs, either through staff development or by direct recruitment of staff holding a PhD.

· The research qualifications of staff and the wide range of research interests in the Department form a base for further development of research output and research reputation.

· There is a need to develop a strategy for research, including departmental objectives, targets and aspirations.  

· The reasonable aspiration of the Department should be to achieve a greater level of research output through individual and collaborative research projects and funded research activities, and specifically to increase the rate of publishing in refereed journals and in internationally recognised journals.

· A pro-active response is required in order to increase the numbers of research students undertaking research Masters Degrees and PhDs.

· The Department should consider the potential for using research students at Masters and Ph.D. levels and post-doctoral fellows in implementing the small group teaching philosophy of the Faculty, as suggested earlier in this report.

· Some of the substantial resources generated from the MAcc programme could be used within the Department to fund the development of research grants and fellowships, which, supplemented by the funds allocated at present to part-time teachers, could facilitate this alternative approach to small-group teaching, while at the same time increasing research activity within the Department. 

· A system of mentoring by senior staff for new staff members and those starting to build up a research portfolio and international reputation should be instituted.     

· Career strategies covering research and other activities for staff members should be developed jointly in a supportive way.

· Schemes of support for staff to facilitate their research activities should be considered at departmental level. These might include: 

· Financial support for staff to attend conferences to present papers and to engage in networking, which should be continued and further developed.

· A Departmental sabbatical leave scheme, operated within the Department, to provide a 'rota' system of annual or term leaves for research purposes.

· The development of a departmental research seminar series.

· The provision of specialised research training, either within the Department or at Faculty level.

5.6
External Relations

· Having read Chapter 6 of the SAR the PRG decided that it did not need to allocate much time to this area. We applaud the comprehensive involvement by the Department in the Commerce Faculty and UCD generally, with other universities in Ireland, in the UK and the rest of Europe. We also noted the comprehensive involvement with the accountancy professional bodies and the involvement of senior staff with the business community.

· We did, however, meet with the major employers of the Department’s graduates and some graduates from the Department. Relationships were clearly cordial and all were supportive in general of the activities and aspirations of the Department. We have incorporated some of their observations in other sections of the PRG report.

· Noting the need to balance external activities with the academic demand made on staff we would urge the Department to continue to encourage all members of staff to develop and maintain meaningful relations with other parts of the University, academics worldwide, professional bodies and the business community including the public sector.

5.7
Support Services

The general level of support to the Faculty and Department is high. This was reflected in the level of satisfaction reported by staff and students. The situation obviously improved dramatically with the move to the Quinn Building (QB) in 2003 and the increased availability of laptops, PCs, and support for computer teaching aids, notably On-line Classes and Blackboard.

The Self-Assessment Report drew attention to problems relating to University wide services such as general computing, the Personnel Office, and parking.  Our discussion with staff and students did uncover some significant actual and potential problems with support services at Faculty and Departmental level that need to be addressed.

The problem of coping with the spread of student use of laptops as successive generations of students acquire them was raised on several occasions. Action is required at Faculty level to avert the serious congestion at power points, printers and desk space that will occur in the Quinn Building if nothing is done on this front.

A feature of the Quinn Building highlighted by several students is the lack of space and areas conducive to individual study and concentration. While there are numerous areas for group project work and socialising, students complained that it is not easy to concentrate and undertake serious study in the building. The Main Library remains the preferred location for these activities. This may not be considered a problem, but consideration might be given at Faculty level to the provision of a dedicated ’Quiet Room’ in the Quinn Building.

We were made aware by the MAcc students of some problems with the library facilities in Blackrock. These are:

· Inadequate holdings of back issues of journals.

· Poor seating and lighting arrangements.

· Students at several levels complained that the Libraries hold insufficient holdings of basic textbooks. While drawing attention to this, we believe that students should be made aware of the need to acquire personal copies of key texts.

· While there was nothing but praise for the classroom and teaching facilities in the QB, MAcc students complained of overcrowding in their dedicated classroom in Blackrock. This is a serious issue in view of their long hours of classroom contact.

The number and grading of the Department’s administrative staff are appropriate and they are well housed and equipped. There is scope, however, for their closer integration and more genuine involvement in the Department’s decision making.

6
Overall Analysis of Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats /Concerns (Swot Analysis)
6.1
Strengths

The PRG identified the following as significant strengths of the Department of Accountancy:

· An enthusiastic and highly committed teaching staff.

· A commitment to research and scholarly activity and the acceptance of informing teaching with research.

· The quality of the taught programmes.

· The high regard with which the Department is held within the Accountancy Profession.

· The service to the wider community provided by members of the Department through membership of professional organisations, committees, a variety of groups and Government Commissions.

· A high standard of intake of students who are enthusiastic and committed to learning.

· The physical facilities of both the Quinn building and the Smurfit Business School.

· The dedicated and well-organised administrative and technical support staff. 

6.2
Weaknesses

The PRG identified the following as possible weaknesses within the Department:

· The lack of an overall strategic plan for the Department, which results in them being reactive rather than pro-active within the Faculty Strategic Development.

· Over-reliance on small group teaching, particularly within the 2nd year programmes, which leads to dependency on part-time staff and places a heavy burden on staff resources.

· The present system of recruitment and prioritisation of appointments within the Faculty of Commerce.

· The organisation and quality control of the 'non core'/overseas courses.

6.3
Opportunities 

The PRG identified the following as opportunities for development within the Department:

· To further develop the research potential of the departmental staff.

· To increase the number of students undertaking Masters degrees by research.

· To develop a critical mass of PhD and post-doctoral fellows.

· To maximise the potential of small group teaching in the most appropriate way.

· To maximise the teaching potential of network facilities once all the undergraduate and post-graduate students own their own laptop computers.

6.4
Threats / Concerns

The PRG identified some concerns:

· The relationship between the Faculty and the Department in relation to the non-core overseas programmes.

· The Faculty recruitment policies.

· The increasing demands for administration on the academic staff.
7.  Recommendations for Improvement

The main body of the PRG report contains detailed discussions of their findings together with recommendations. The following are highlighted from the earlier sections of the Report:

7.1  Departmental Level

· Redefine the Departmental Mission Statement to include strategies for its implementation.

· General planning – strategic planning should be a priority at staff meetings and the Department should define its priorities and take the initiative to establish these priorities within the Faculty plans.

· Data for strategic planning: the Department should acquire departmental and faculty data to establish relativities within the Faculty in order to develop the strategic plan.  

· Development of a PhD cohort on an ongoing basis. Students at undergraduate level should be made aware of post-graduate research opportunities to broaden their horizons from professional accounting training.

· Consider incorporating 'non core' teaching into the Departmental workloads and the financial resources derived from this be used for the development of the departmental priorities.

· Communication between the staff and students needs to be strengthened through the year co-ordinators, introductory talks from staff at the beginning of the academic year and clear identification of staff offices, times of staff availability and staff responsibilities.

· Assess the positive and negative aspects of small group teaching, particularly the 2nd year programme with three hour teaching slots and the use of staff resources with multiple teaching. The use of a large number of part-time temporary staff needs to re-assessed, and alternatives, such as the use of research students suggested in this report, should be evaluated.

7.2 Faculty Level

· The relationship between the Faculty and the Department of Accountancy needs to be clarified.

· The Departmental development strategy should be incorporated into the Faculty Strategic Development Plan.

· Systems of resource allocation at Faculty level should be clear and transparent. 

· The Faculty together with the Department need to establish clear norms of quality control related to the international 'non core' teaching areas and in particular the role of the Head of Department and External Examiners within that control.

· A review of recruitment policy is needed in order to better serve the development needs of the Department. The selection process should clearly follow the University Regulations.  

7.3 University Level

· There is a need for a clear job description for the Head of Department with clarity with regard to the degree of authority and autonomy.

· Improve the accessibility and availability of statistical information regarding, student numbers, FTE’s and budgets.

· Improved library facilities at the Blackrock Campus and reassessment of monies for journals in both Belfield and Blackrock.

· Improved staff parking facilities in Belfield to allow staff returning from teaching in Blackrock to have parking facilities available in Belfield.

· Consideration needs to be given to the long term space implications of all Commerce students having their own laptop computers.
8.  Response by the Departmental Co-ordinating Committee to the Peer Review Group Report

I refer to your letter of 10 September which enclosed a copy of the Peer Review Group (PRG) Report on the Department of Accountancy, based on a site visit last March. The Department co-ordinating committee recently met to discuss the PRG Report and agree a response. I, as Chairman of the Department co-ordinating committee, prepared the initial draft, based on this meeting.   This draft was then modified and agreed by members of the sub-committee.

We are conscious that the QA/QI office would prefer a short rather than a long response to the PRG Report.  Consequently, our main comments are as follows:

1. 
We wish to thank the PRG for their most favourable comments and observations on the preparation and comprehensive nature of our Self-Assessment Report (SAR), together with our hosting of and arrangements for the site visit. The Department sub-committee also appreciates that the PRG report considers the Department to be “made up of a dedicated and hard working group of academic and administrative staff” (p. 13) and recognises the “quality of the taught programmes” within the Department (p. 23).

2. 
The Department co-ordinating committee accepts the comments of the PRG report that aspects of strategic planning within the Department could be improved. This point was made in our SAR. Indeed, such a comment is virtually universal in most PRG reports relating to academic departments in UCD. The issue of clarifying the Department’s mission statement and overall strategy will be addressed as part of the Department’s Quality Improvement Plan (QIP), to be prepared over the next academic year, together with discussion at regular and frequent Department meetings. This plan will include, inter alia, practical and effective suggestions to further improve the Department’s research capability, motivation and output. In this context, it is comforting to note that the PRG has complimented the Department on its progress of “effectively developing a research culture over the past decade” (p. 20). 

3. 
Related to the Department’s strategic planning is the issue of reviewing the Master of Accounting programme and syllabus.  The desirability of this review was highlighted in the Department’s SAR.  The Institute of Chartered Accountants is currently reviewing its own examination structure and syllabus.  Thus, the Departmental review of the Master of Accounting programme will need to be conscious of external developments.   

4. 
The PRG Report recommends that the Department should consider that “non-core” teaching should be integrated as part of normal teaching loads and that the Department should be remunerated accordingly. The PRG Report notes that “the individual providing course inputs is personally remunerated through the Programme Director and the teaching contact hours involved are not counted by the Head of Department in the allocation of ‘core’ teaching duties within the Department” (p. 20). Many members of the Department fully agree with this recommendation but there are immense practical difficulties and dangers in its implementation. Non-core teaching is remunerated at an hourly rate. This hourly rate would not be sufficient to recruit additional staff to cover lectures currently being given by full-time staff.  This substitution could lead to increasing reliance on part-time lecturers on ‘mainstream’ programmes especially those with large numbers, as full-time staff migrated towards non-core courses. Also, since full-time staff would still teach the same number of hours in any academic year, it is difficult to accept the argument of the PRG that it would “free up time of the contributors … for research and other scholarly activities” (p. 20).

5. 
The PRG Report suggests that “substantial resources from the Master of Accounting programme could be used within the Department to fund the development of research grants and fellowships”. Unfortunately, much of this Master of Accounting fund is already heavily committed to provide basic services to students and lecturers. Whatever discretionary funds are available may be used by Department members for scholarly activities.

6. 
The PRG report recommends the introduction of a “Department sabbatical leave system”. At a Department meeting in 2003, Department members expressed their preference for no such formalised system. Rather, the benefit of such a system could be achieved by academics delivering full teaching loads in a single semester rather than the full academic year. 

7. 
The PRG report expressed the opinion that “support services at…Department level” need to be addressed (p. 22). This comment is rather curious given that the PRG had noted on the same page the level of satisfaction reported by staff and students on the general level of support and “the dedicated and well-organised administrative and technical support staff” of the Department (p. 23). The Department would have preferred the PRG report to be more specific on this matter.

8. 
The Department co-ordinating committee disagrees, for a number of reasons, with the opinion of the PRG Report that “the number and grading of the Department’s administrative staff are appropriate” (p. 22) and would have preferred that such a negative comment would not be put in print. 

9. 
The PRG report suggests that consideration might be given at Faculty level to the provision of a dedicated ‘Quiet Room’ in the Quinn building. In fact, several such rooms exist within the Quinn building, with rules relating to how such rooms can be booked by students and their general use.

10.
The Department co-ordinating committee welcomes the recommendation that the relationship between the Faculty and the Department of Accountancy needs to be clarified. Specifically, the Department needs greater clarification from the Faculty and the University regarding specific duties and responsibilities for teaching, research and administration.  In this way, overall accountability within the Faculty would be enhanced, especially where such recommendations conform to good international practice.

Finally, the Department co-ordinating committee would like to express its genuine thanks to all those who participated in its QA/QI initiative. We believe that the preparation of the SAR, together with the site visit and PRG report and QIP (to be drafted), is a most worthwhile exercise. It is a fundamental ingredient in providing transparent accountability to students (actual and potential), colleagues, employers and the public at large. By its participation in the quality exercise and subsequent actions, the overall reputation of the Department is enhanced. Indeed, as the SAR noted, the Department approached the Review with a great deal of pride.

Peter Clarke

Chairman

Department co-ordinating committee
30 September 2003 
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