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2007-09
Fellowships in
Teaching and Academic Development



With the successful introduction of modularisation, UCD is now at the

forefront of educational innovation in Ireland. Building on this success,

the university is finding new ways to stimulate academic innovation

and disseminate new ideas and practices in education.

The cornerstone of this effort is the establishment of a number of

Teaching and Academic Development Fellowships. I am very excited by

this initiative. It is a reflection of the importance that the university

places on creativity in this area and a great way of recognising and

rewarding the excellence of the academic staff at UCD.

Dr Philip Nolan,

Registrar

Dr Philip Nolan, Registrar
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UCD Fellowships in Teaching & Academic Development
2007-9: Rationale and Outcomes 
The 2007-9 UCD Fellowships in Teaching and Academic

Development scheme was originally conceived as a hybrid model to

support both the development of institutional academic leadership

and also educational solutions to strategically important issues at

institutional level (Noonan & Redmond 2007).  The scheme was

made possible through a successful application for funding from the

Higher Education Authority’s Strategic Initiative Fund (SIF 1).  This

first round of the Fellowships focused on the identification and

development of new academic leaders who would be capable of

responding to the educational changes and challenges that were

emerging in the university’s newly modularised and semesterised

teaching structures.  The Fellowships were also designed to recognise

and reward emerging leaders in teaching and learning and to facilitate

them in playing more significant roles both in their own schools and

at college and university level.  The first eight Fellows (2007-9) came

from a range of disciplines including computer science, geography,

engineering, languages, linguistics, psychology and sociology.

Members of the group already had expertise in a number of key areas

of teaching and learning such as curriculum development, student

engagement, innovative large group approaches and language

teaching and assessment.  Their shared characteristic was a strong

commitment to high quality teaching and student learning.  Working

both individually and collectively over a two-year period, they have

demonstrated the expertise and the leadership capacity to effect

transformational changes in teaching, learning and assessment

practices both in discipline specific areas and thematically across the

university as a whole.  As this report shows, the Fellowship scheme

has supported the development of strategic individual and group

projects that have had a university-wide impact.  The Fellows have

also emerged not only as teaching leaders, but as teaching scholars

and as models and mentors for other staff who are keen to follow a

career path as outstanding teachers.

Rewarding for Future Development
An important aspect of the Fellowship scheme has been its

effectiveness as a proactive vehicle through which teaching

excellence is not only recognised but also further encouraged at both

an individual and an institutional level.  Research into different

approaches to rewarding teaching excellence reveals that some of the

more traditional elite teaching prizes can be divisive or may label the

recipients, unhelpfully, as ‘non-researchers’ (Warren & Plumb 1999).

Other teaching reward schemes have ironically been found to take

recipients further away from teaching by encouraging significant

‘buying out’ of teaching time (Collins and Palmer 2006). In designing

effective teaching reward schemes it is important to differentiate

between the characteristics of retrospective and prospective

schemes.  Retrospective teaching prizes that reward past behaviour

are effective in highlighting individual excellence, but they may not

be as aligned to areas of strategic importance for the institution as

are prospective, forward-looking schemes (Hanson 2003).

Prospective schemes, such as the UCD Fellowships, can also be useful

in supporting more fruitful approaches towards integrating teaching

performance and learning gains, rather than reinforcing an unhelpful

divide between the two.  Incorporating projects that focus on the

scholarship of teaching and learning–one of the key aspects of the

UCD Fellowship scheme, has been suggested as the most effective

way to accomplish this (Skelton 2003:189).

Teaching Excellence
While frequently referred to in higher educational policy documents,

the concept of ‘teaching excellence’ needs to be addressed and it is

one of the most complex problems encountered in recognising and

rewarding outstanding teaching.  Sherman et al (1987) suggest 

characteristics of teaching excellence that include enthusiasm and

clarity of presentation along with interest in and knowledge of one’s

subject matter. While these characteristics of the excellent teacher

are helpful, they primarily relate to the performance of the teacher in

the classroom.  Outstanding teachers should also be able to

demonstrate skills in parallel areas such as an understanding of the

mechanics of the teaching encounter, developing a sound analytic

grasp of the pedagogic theories that underpin teaching and learning

and an ability to scientifically explore and analyse both teaching and

learning in a formal approach to inquiry.  An outstanding teacher

should be clearly functioning at a number of different levels. A useful

three-level  paradigm, developed by Kreber (2002), divides

outstanding teaching into teaching excellence, teaching expertise and

teaching scholarship. The paradigm is characterised by the nature and

sources of knowledge construction that underpin each level.

An important aspect of the UCD Fellowship has been the fostering

of a level of teaching scholarship that emerges from a combination of

high-quality, reflective teaching practice that can be developed into

robust pedagogic research (Trigwell et al. 2000; Redmond 2006).

Kreber (2002) sees the outstanding teacher as being able not only to

teach well and demonstrate effective teaching practices, but also to

draw on personal and formal sources of knowledge construction

about teaching. The UCD Fellowships have been designed to support

individuals with just such multi-layered abilities and to encourage

their capabilities as catalysts for the growth of teaching excellence

within their own schools and colleges.  The development of teaching

scholarship within the Fellowships has also been supported at team

level, with two Fellowships teams researching into strategically

important issues for the university–the first year experience and the

educational responses to general education electives in the

undergraduate curriculum. Such scholarship teamwork has allowed

Fellows to contribute their own discipline-specific teaching and 

Professor Bairbre Redmond, 
Deputy Registrar for Teaching and Learning



research skills to the projects, adding depth and perspective to the

outcomes.

Teaching & Research 
One of the key objectives underpinning the establishment of the

UCD Fellowships has been to address a perceived lack of parity of

esteem between teaching and research (Hattie and Marsh 1996,

Ramsden and Martin 1996).  Locating and rewarding excellent and

scholarly teachers within the research-intensive university is an

essential but complex activity.  UK research suggests a strong

correlation between academic attitudes to teaching and the reward

system for teaching within the university (Nicholls 2005) i.e. what is

most rewarded will be the most valued and actively engaged in.  The

international debate on the impact of an institutional focus on the

research, rather than the teaching and educational achievement of

academics, indicates a negative impact on the quality of teaching

offered to students (Hattie and Marsh 1996).  Key writers on the

research/teaching debate have been Ernest Boyer and his

contemporaries at the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of

Teaching in the United States of America (Boyer 1990; Glassick et al.,

1997).  The Boyer Commission report (1998) played a significant role

in encouraging international debate about the quality of teaching

within research-intensive universities.  The Commission noted that in

the US, where research and teaching became increasing polarised

activities, research gains were primarily achieved at the expense of

the teaching experience for many undergraduate students.

Teaching and research need not be exclusive activities and

encouraging teaching scholarship that encompasses pedagogic

research can provide a nexus between research and teaching.  Such

scholarship is close to Humbolt’s concept of Wissenschaft, that of

learning in a research mode, (Elton 2005).  Robertston and Bond

(2005) advise acknowledging the variation and complexity between

teaching and research and not to seek for unity but for dialogue that

enables a productive co-existence of different ways of being.  In

terms of reward, Hattie and Marsh (1996) note that the characteris-

tics of creativity, commitment, investigativeness and critical analysis

span both research and teaching and they suggest that it is such char-

acteristics that should be rewarded, regardless of which sphere they

appear in.  Through its individual and group projects the Fellowship

scheme has attempted to mobilise active involvement of academic

staff in a change process with an emphasis on collegiality and

collaboration - such collegiality has been recognised as an essential

component in redressing the teaching-research balance (Frost and

Teodorescu 2001:399).

Teaching Leadership
The creation of new academic leaders who can drive informed and

effective educational change across the university has been

fundamental to the aims of the Fellowships.  In higher education

there is a need for academic leaders with an understanding of and a

familiarity with pedagogy to set up and mobilise good academic

subcultures that support an enthusiasm for innovative and effective

teaching (Knight and Trowler 2000).  Other studies have also

recognised the role of inspirational academic leaders in the

improvement of teaching and learning (Ramsden 1998),  Martin et al.

(2003) have examined the relationship between the attitudes of

academic leaders and the perception of that leadership and have

shown evidence that the experience of academic leadership has an

impact on the way academics operate and on the resulting quality of

student learning. 

As we face difficult and worrying times in terms of our national and

international economies, with an inevitable impact on our university,

this quality of informed leadership is needed more than ever before.

Ramsden (1998) presents evidence that points to the crucial role of

academic leadership in maintaining morale, enhancing productivity,

and helping staff to cope with difficult or momentous change.

Within the last two years individual Fellows have been successful in

establishing themselves as academic leaders in their own disciplines

and some have also taken on key academic leadership roles at

university level. Perhaps it should be no surprise that they have been

able to assume the mantle of leadership so easily, as the fundamental

characteristics of good teaching are very similar to those of

competent academic leadership–responsiveness, positivity and a

capacity to combine clear goals, reflective analysis and intellectual

challenge (Ramsden 1998).  As the rest of this report ably

demonstrates, the UCD Fellows in Teaching and Academic

Development (2007-2009) have demonstrated just such

competencies and, in Ramsden’s definition of an academic leader,

have been able to “encourage staff to give their best to their students

and their subject ... make best use of their knowledge to solve

problems in research and teaching collaboratively as well as

individually and to feel inspired to overcome the obstacles presented

by change and upheaval in university life” (1998:106-7).

It has been my pleasure and privilege to work with the first UCD

Fellows in Teaching and Academic Development over the past two

years.  They have shown themselves to be talented,  collegial and

generous with their time. Their enthusiasm and ability for innovative,

high-quality teaching and learning and their capacity as teaching

scholars has set down a high benchmark for others to follow.  They

represent much of what is best about teaching and learning in UCD.

Professor Bairbre Redmond

Deputy Registrar for Teaching and Learning

Joint Project Director
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The UCD Fellowships were designed to focus on strategically

important teaching and learning issues within the University.  Two

strategic themes with a strong student orientation were chosen: 

First Year Experience and Student Engagement 

Fellows were organised into two teams to define group research

projects which would help improve the university’s understanding of

key factors influencing the student learning experience in the context

of UCD’s newly modularised curriculum.  In addition each Fellow

undertook an individual project in their disciplinary area.  This report,

consisting of two papers and a series of individual case studies,

presents the outcomes of the work of the UCD Fellows in Teaching

and Academic Development (2007-2009).  

Section 1 presents the work of the First Year Experience Project Team

(Gibney, Moore, Murphy & O‘Sullivan) and the individual case

studies.  The group project took as its focus the gap between

students’ expectations of university at the outset and their

subsequent experiences once at UCD.  Overall the project revealed

that the majority of students had positive views of their learning

experience at UCD and believed that they had chosen the correct

programme.  A number of changes were identified from the student

responses which, if implemented, could enhance the first year

experience. These included: supporting students’ academic and

social integration to the university; increasing tutorials; and fostering

group work within modules.  The findings from this project were

presented at the Universitas 21 Teaching & Learning Conference

(February 08) and at the European Association for Institutional

Research (August 08).

Section 2 presents the work of the Student Engagement Project

Team (Hennessy, Hernandez, Kieran & McLoughlin) as well as the 

Fellows’ individual case studies.  The introduction of electives as part

of the Horizons programme offered students a new level of choice

and flexibility in their studies to move outside their chosen disciplines

for part of their programme. This group project focussed on

understanding the motivations of students for choosing elective

modules outside their programme, their learning experience and the

staff teaching experience on these modules.  The project revealed

that the majority of students chose electives on the basis of interest

in the subject, while a smaller number of students behaved tactically

and chose modules they perceived would be easy.  A number of 

recommendations were made on the potential for developing the

elective portfolio to support the development of core transferable

skills and to meet expressed student demand for particular subject

areas.  The findings of this project were presented at Universitas 21

Teaching and Learning Conference (February ‘08) and at the Society

for Research into Higher Education (December ‘08).

Both of these projects and the individual case studies are valuable in

fostering a wider institutional understanding of key aspects of the

student learning experience and highlighting the policy and academic

responses which can further enhance the learning experience.  The

issues of student engagement and motivation addressed by the

Fellows’ work are shared beyond UCD, as universities across the

world adjusting to the demands of massified higher education face

similar issues.  The work of the Fellows has contributed to and

benefited from this debate internationally.  The outcomes of the first

phase of the UCD Fellowships in Teaching and Academic

Development provide a very important foundation upon which the

next stage of the Fellowships can build to help develop and extend

UCD’s reputation for excellence in teaching and learning.

Ms Elizabeth Noonan
Director of Academic Development
Joint Project Director

Ms Elizabeth Noonan, 
Director of Academic Development



Project team: Amanda Gibney, Niamh Moore, 
Feargal Murphy and Sara O’Sullivan

Introduction
This project aimed to assess student expectations of university on arrival and their experiences during

the first year with a view to identifying key issues relating to student engagement and recommending

possible enhancements at University College Dublin. Four key tasks were identified in relation to this

project:

• To develop an understanding of incoming student expectations and early experiences

• To assess student experiences of university after the first year

• To develop the necessary evidence-base to contribute to effective policy enhancement

• To disseminate the findings across the university community and externally.

Title: The First-Year Experience: 
Assessing Expectations and Enhancing Reality
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What did we do?

In order to improve the experience of teaching and learning within
universities, insights into the “unarticulated beliefs that underpin
practitioners’ conceptions as well as those of their students” should
be gathered (Smyth 2003; 52). In a large university, one of the most
efficient methods of doing this is to survey the relevant stakeholders
and we assessed student experiences at UCD through online surveys.
Students were asked to answer a series of questions in order to
uncover both apparent and previously unvoiced concerns in relation
to their expectations and experiences of Year 1 at university. While
the data provided us with significant feedback on the student
perception of the university, it also challenged and helped to expose
the assumptions that we, as academics, make about student life and
behaviour. 

Data Collection

Two online surveys were undertaken with students-one midway
through semester one and the other at the end of semester two. A
self-selecting random sample of over 1200 stage one students
completed the first questionnaire which assessed students’
expectations and initial experiences in semester one; just over 800
students completed the student experience survey at the end of
semester two. Although this represents just 19% of the cohort, these
appear to be highly engaged students. 80% of them had attended
more than half of their classes during the year and 73% of them had
submitted all of their assignments. The surveys addressed issues in
relation to motivation, socialisation, learning approaches and the
overall university experience and generated a range of quantitative,
but also some qualitative, data. This provided a significant evidence-
base from which policy recommendations have emerged.

Student expectations and initial experiences of
University: Key results

Generally, student feedback after just a few weeks at UCD was
overwhelmingly positive. 
• 75% of respondents agreed that UCD was an interesting and 

stimulating place to study.
• 56% of students knew what their programme involved before 

coming to UCD, however 22% did not.
• 78% had found their course challenging with 60% enjoying classes.
• 58% had found the workload to be more than at school.

The primary motivating factor for UCD students entering third-level
was to enhance their employment prospects (71% of respondents),
closely followed by a desire to explore subjects that really interest
them. The postponement of full-time employment was not a
motivating factor for most of the students, but there is clearly a social
expectation that students will participate in third-level education.
63.1% agreed or strongly agreed that going to third-level was a
‘normal’ thing to do, while 56% agreed or strongly agreed that their
parents expected them to go to third-level. 

The survey also required students to rate their perception of their
skills levels in relation to their classmates.  While the responses show
that UCD students are highly ambitious, their level of confidence in
their time-management skills–a crucial factor in university success–is
much lower (Table 1). The analysis of the responses relating to skills
also revealed distinct differences when explored by gender,
programme area and broad age categories, and is reported at
http://www.ucd.ie/fellows/fellow_pub.html.

Table 1: Percentage of respondents self-reporting as ‘highest 10%’ in a range of skills

The results also highlight that while student behaviour may not always
reflect the expectations that academics hold of appropriate
engagement, students do understand that they have to attend
lectures regularly, that this is not all that is required to succeed (85%
of the respondents), and that they will have to complete the majority
of assignments in order to succeed (97% of respondents). 

Concerns regarding the new learning environment

In answers to an open-ended question regarding their greatest
concerns, a wide range of anxieties about coming to UCD were
described, forty-four in total. The response rate for this question
(86%, once those who answered nothing were removed), indicates
that for incoming UCD students the start of the first year of university
is a particularly anxious time (see also Cooke et al. 2006). The most
frequently given answers related to the social aspects of college life,
with one-third of answers falling into this broad category.

Making friends emerged as the key issue and respondents described
this anxiety as follows; “Making friends as I knew no-one in the college
before coming here”; “making new friends and feeling comfortable in
my new environment”. It was interesting to note that 27 of those who
cited fear of social isolation in the first part of their answer gave a
second example also; in most cases making friends. For those who
already had friends at UCD there was often concern that they did not
know anyone in their class; “getting to know people in my course, as
none of my friends were doing the same course as me”.

The second most important set of issues, raised by 29.3 per cent of
respondents, related to academic concerns and “whether I would be
able to manage it all”. Here students were most concerned about
workload (11.6%) and that the level of the course might be too
difficult for them (9.3%), described by one respondent as a fear of
“being in completely over my head”.

PERCENTAGE OF RESPONDENTS IN “HIGHEST 10%” CATEGORY

Academic Maths Writing Self- Time Social
College ability ability ability Ambition confidence mgmt skills

Business & Law 14.1 11.6 19.6 28.8 16.1 9.5 14.1

Eng, Maths and
Physical Sciences 10.7 11.7 9.4 20.7 13.3 5.7 13.7

Human Sciences 10.3 0 13.8 13.8 6.9 3.4 24.1

Life Sciences 9.9 9.9 10 27.1 11.1 6.5 14.2

Arts and Celtic
Studies 7.4 1.9 13.2 26.1 10.8 6.3 16.6
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Another significant issue, mentioned by 16% of students, was a
general concern about their third-level choice. Of these students, a
key concern expressed was that they wouldn’t enjoy either their
course or UCD itself (10.8% including both first and second
responses). They were concerned “Would I actually like it even though
I had always wanted to do it?” One respondent described this anxiety
as worrying about “having made the wrong choice of course and
being stuck in it”.

The group of students who were concerned about the challenges of
university life, particularly “the size of UCD and how I would find
everything” were a small percentage of the respondents to this
question. Anxieties here included logistical issues (getting to college,
getting around college), and their abilities to manage personal issues
(such as moving away from home for the first time or finances). There
were variations in responses from students living at home or away
from home, and across different colleges. However these differences
were not found to be statistically significant. Variations according to
CAO points, sex of respondents and whether they were mature or
traditional students were found to be statistically significant at the
0.01 level. The first thing to note is that females were more likely than
males to answer this question (89.7% v 84.6%). Male respondents
were less concerned than their female counterparts about social
isolation and college life and more concerned about the challenges of
a new life at college. Mature students were found to be less likely than
traditional students to be concerned about social isolation, choice of
course or university and more concerned about academic matters, but
not about workload. The specific issues that were of particular
concern to mature students were returning to education, being
different from other students, their academic ability, managing
different commitments and financial concerns. 

First-Year Experience of Life at UCD: Key results

In the follow-up survey undertaken in April 2008 at the end of
semester two, students remained very positive generally about their
experience of university. Key indicators include:
• 83% agreement that stage one at UCD had been a positive 

experience overall
• 72% agreement that they had chosen the right programme of study
• 68% agreement that lecturers and tutors were very approachable

However, a number of areas of concern did become evident:
• 26% reported that they did not feel part of a community at UCD, 

stating that “I never felt part of it” and “there is a very poor 
community on campus, this needs to be rectified”.

• 32% found it somewhat or very difficult to make friends arguing 
that “it’s very hard to make friends in such large classes”.

• 33% had considered withdrawing from UCD at some point in stage
one, with many commenting with statements such as “I found the 
first semester the worst and almost dropped out”.

Academic demands 

Adjusting to academic life at university proved difficult for many
students, but this was not reflected across the entire student body.
When asked how easy it had been to develop effective study skills,

52% of students rated it as having been difficult or very difficult. Time
management emerged again as a critical issue, with 64% of
respondents arguing that it had been difficult or very difficult to
manage their time effectively. This may be related to a major gap
between the expectations of students and academics in relation to
appropriate workload. In the surveys, students were asked to state the
number of hours per week they spend on a variety of academic and
social activities. The results show that on average students are
spending 29.5 hours on academic activities, in contrast to the staff
and university notional expectation of 40 hours per week. An area of
particular interest is the responses received to the question regarding
the numbers of hours spent in paid employment, as shown in Figure
1. A much higher proportion of the respondents than had been
anticipated are not in any form of paid employment. However, just
over 45% of students are working more that eight hours per week,
with approximately 7% of these working in excess of 21 hours per
week. 

Figure 1: Time spent by UCD students in paid employment per week

Students who are living at home are more likely to be in paid
employment and engage less with university activities. In a recent
comparative study of English and Spanish students, Rosado (2006:
358) found a similar pattern, arguing that “the students who for
various reasons have opted to live at home and come and go to
university every day appear to be most detached from the university
as a space in itself”. In our study, distinct gender differences also
emerged. Female students are more likely to be working and for
longer hours than their male counterparts, which may be attributable
to the need to fund particular lifestyle choices. A comparison of the
work patterns of the mature to non-mature respondents illustrates
that a much greater percentage of the non-mature students are
working in the 8 to 12 hour category.  It is of concern, however, that
32.6% of the mature respondents are working more that 13 hours a
week, compared to 21.9% of the non-mature respondents–perhaps
out of necessity to support children or other dependants. Also of
concern is the increased numbers of students working 13-20 hours
per week at the end of the academic year, compared with the first
survey early in semester one. This is of concern given that recent
research has demonstrated in the UK context that students engaged
in part-time employment usually underachieve academically. The 
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Education and Skills Select Committee has recommended that
students do not work more than 12 hours per week during term time
(Callender 2008).

Recommendations

Arising from this project, a number of recommendations have
emerged for future academic policy making. Student responses to our
open-ended questions argued for the introduction of:

1. Additional support services: 
• “More help in showing new students how to adjust in UCD 

because in the first semester I was lost about a lot of things”
• “Make available extra tutorial sessions for students if they are 

struggling”

2. More small classes:
• “Break down big lectures into many smaller ones”

3. A preference for tutorials over lectures:
•”More tutorials. The intimate setting makes it easy to learn”

4. More group work in tutorials and lectures:
• “...encourage more group work within modules, this would 

encourage more class participation and hopefully help in the 
formation of new friendships” 

• “...more chances to work with other students”

5. More social activities linked to particular class or tutorial groups

Kirby (2002) has argued that while it is important to respond to
student concerns, “universities must be strong enough to be very
demanding of their students; to demand a real participation in the
interactive exchange of knowledge and values that is the hallmark of
the university experience” (quoted in McInnis 2003). Drawing on
international evidence and on the empirical work undertaken by the
Fellowship team, we would recommend a number of key actions:

1. Responding to student requests for additional clarity regarding university
expectations:

• Resources for initiatives aimed at enhancing key skills, e.g. drop-in
writing centre

• Innovation in delivering small group experience and supporting 
ICT use

• Adopt a rights and responsibilities approach clearly outlining 
university expectations of students and consistently apply 
university policies

2̄. An intensive, non-subject specific 5-credit ‘transition’ module:
• To provide advice on practical issues
• To help develop the idea of a learning community through 

clustering students
• To establish effective and appropriate learning patterns and 

behaviours

3. Community-building initiatives:
• The transition module could assist in developing ‘communities 
of inquiry’
• New university policies to support the academic delivery and 

assessment of group work

• Greater use of social networking opportunities prior to the arrival
of students on campus, e.g. the MyUCD.ie portal 

• An expanded peer mentoring scheme 

Outcomes of the First Year Project

• Major focus institutionally now on the first-year 
experience

• Initiation of first year survey at university level (now an 
annual survey led by Director of Institutional Research)
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