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1. Introduction

The procedures of the external assessment of the study programme were initiated by the Centre for Quality Assessment in Higher Education of Lithuania nominating the external assessment peer group formed by the head prof. Geoffrey Robinson (St. Andrews University, Scotland), prof. Maris Klavins (University of Latvia, Latvia), prof. Judit Padisak (University of Pannonia in Veszprem, Hungary), prof. David Eastwood (University of Ulster, Ireland) and Dr. Habil. Mečislovas Žalakevičius (Institute of Ecology of Vilnius University, Lithuania). A visit to the Utena College (hereafter ‘the College) was organised on 20 September, 2007.  This included all requisite meetings with various groups: the administrative staff of the Faculty of Business and Technologies, staff responsible for preparing the self-assessment report, teaching staff, and students of all years of study, graduates, and employers. The expert group inspected various support services (classrooms, laboratories, library, computer facilities), examined students’ final works and other materials. The group also visited Alanta Technology and Business School, which is used by College students in the second year of their studies. The group presented general remarks at the end of the visit. After the visit, the group met to discuss and agree the content of this report, which represents their consensual views.
Implementation of the study programme was fulfilled by the Department of Social Sciences in the Faculty of Business and Technologies (hereafter ‘the Faculty’). A self-assessment was conducted in the College in 2006, the year when the first students graduated. After the preparation of those documents the Faculty was reorganised and the Department of Ecology was established. The structure of the programme was changed; a number of modules were updated, the Basics of Biochemistry was replaced by Chemistry, and the practice programme of Cognitive and Biological Diversity was introduced.   
Environmental Research and Ecology study field programme Environmental Protection and Ecology
	Title of the study programme
	Environmental Protection and Ecology 

	State code
	65303B101

	Kind of study
	NU

	Mode of study and duration in years
	F (3)

	Volume of the programme in credits
	120

	Degree and/or professional qualification to be awarded
	Environmentalist 

	Programme registration date, Order No. 
	2003 May 29, No. ISAK-762


2. Aims and goals of the study programme

The aim of the Environmental Protection and Ecology study programme (hereafter ‘the programme) is to train a specialist capable to do the work of the environmentalist, the ecologist who is able to recognize systemic responsibility for optimal interaction of a human being with nature, for sustainable use of natural and regenerative resources, one who is able to think strategically when reaching for effective functioning of an ecological system, and who is able to socialize in the competitive changing market conditions in various enterprises, institutions and organizations.

As indicated in the self-assessment documents, the College developed this new study programme taking into account regional needs. The aim of the study programme conforms to the rapidly changing labour market requirements for professional training of the environmentalist and to the College Mission: to train the professionals of various areas who would possess higher non-university education and would meet the requirements of the region and the state labour market, and create the conditions for continuing learning by educating a person’s abilities to learn permanently and act under the conditions of society’s knowledge.
In 2002 the College carried out research to determine the current situation in environmental protection, its developmental perspectives and the need for professional environmentalists. (The aforementioned analysis is presented in the self-assessment’s Annex 9). The research revealed that training environmentalists at the College would be opportune and useful for society. This speciality would be popular among school graduates since college graduates would have possibilities of employment.
Unfortunately, analysis of the existing situation with regard to the demand for this speciality has indicated that there is not a very large market for the graduates in the region. It means that the College should broaden the scale of activity preparing students for other professions. 
Students successfully completing the programme are expected to have acquired professional competences that enable them to fulfil complicated tasks and make the right decisions in the following fields of activity:

· analyzing natural processes;

· conducting environmental research;

· organizing environmental protection activity;

· evaluating legal aspects of environmental protection activities;

· organizing ecological activities or landscape protection.

The self-assessment documents describe how the programme contributes to the realization of various College goals. The programme goals, however, are not clearly formulated. The programme aims are presented in the self-assessment’s Annex 11, Table 1. That table presents many aims, including field of activity, professional competences, study programme aims (there are 44) and lectured subjects. The programme has two specialisations, Agro Ecology and Landscape Protection, each having an additional nine aims. It is difficult to understand why there are so many aims in the programme. The College should clarify the aims and goals (or objectives) of the programme. In this case it is difficult to assess whether the goals conform with the aims and whether the College is capable of achieving its goals within the given time limit.  
The programme’s teaching and administrative staff understood the expert group’s concerns and the need to reformulate the programme’s goals. This is one of the group’s recommendations. 

3. Analysis of the Non-University Study Programme Environmental Protection and Ecology 
3.1. Structure, contents and study methods
The total credit value of the study programme is 120 credits. The duration of full-time studies is three years. All the subjects in the programme fall into the following groups:

· General higher education subjects (20 credits);

· Professional study basic subjects (17 credits);

· Professional subjects (including specialization subjects) (77 credits);

· Elective study subjects (6 credits).

In the first year students acquire theoretical professional background knowledge while in the second and the third year they study subjects to develop competences. Non-university studies end after a student has written and defended the final thesis.
According to the programme’s structure and content the subjects conform with the aims and goals of the programme and are vital to today’s environmental protection.  

Most of the subjects are relevant to the particular programme – there are enough general higher education and professional study basic subjects. Professional subjects are appropriate to the programme; missing, however, are such subjects as biodiversity, zoology and botany, subjects that provide more information/emphasis on ecosystems, habitats and biotopes. These missing subjects are necessary for the speciality of environmentalist, working in the environmental protection system of Lithuania.

Students are free to choose the specialization (Landscape protection or Agro ecology). Specialization subjects are taught in 5-6 semesters. The total credit value of the specialization is 10 credits. Students undertake their final practice placement and write their final thesis according to the specialization. 

The structure of the programme is well balanced: lectures – 24.3%, classes and seminars (including practice placements under supervision of the College teacher) – 30.9%, self-study and practice placements in enterprises – 44.8%. 
According to the requirements of the Regulations of Consecutive Study Programmes for Non-University Study Programmes, subjects providing a theoretical background in general higher education and professional study basics must contain no less than 30 credits (there are 37 credits in the programme); subjects of professional qualification – no less than 40 credits (43 in the programme); subjects of professional specialisation – no less than 10 credits (10 in the programme). According to those same Regulations, practical training, including practical professional activity, must comprise no less than one third of the studies in a non-university study programme. It is difficult to check/examine this position from the self-assessment documents. It was clear to the expert group, however, that practice placements form an important component of practical and professional training.
3.2. Execution of studies and support for students

According to the self-assessment documents, the qualification of the environmentalist in the non-university study programme is directed towards developing practical competences. Appropriate teaching and learning methods develop these skills in the study process: the methods include case studies, group work, seminars, practical assignments, analysis of literature resources, self-study and discussions. Students organize scientific conferences and seminars and participate in various projects, which enable them to develop scientific research skills. These skills enable students to participate in the scientific activity of the College together with the teachers and carry out applied research. 
The expert group noted, however, that only one teacher has scientific publications. Participation in seminars, master’s theses, publications in the press and preparing modules predominates; these activities are more methodological than scientific.
The aim of the student practices is to develop the necessary transferable skills. Students fulfil their practice placements after they have gained sufficient theoretical knowledge and practical skills during the lectures and seminars. During the practice period students have to perform certain tasks, write practice reports and defend them. Students and graduates clearly value their experience of the practice placements and in meetings with the expert group expressed a strong desire for the practice period to be longer. 
On the ground of the contract signed between the Faculty of Natural Sciences in Vytautas Magnus University and the College, the University is obliged to assist the College in developing applied-scientific research, directed at national and regional needs. 
Joint research will be made in the University’s Environmental Research Centre, the basis for dendrochronological research, in Vaišnoriškės. It is unclear how this work relates to the skills of the environmentalist.  

The College’s academic year commences on September 1st, and study is divided into two semesters (autumn and spring). The timetable is developed in consideration of a 40- hours’ week limit. Student’s self-study time comprises not less than 25% of the study time. Contact hours and self-study hours of each module are defined in the module programme (Annex 1 of the self assessment). During the lectures or classes and seminars the teacher presents self-study assignments. 

Evaluation of student’s knowledge is on the basis of written exams. The accumulative system of evaluation exists, including several different activities (individual, laboratories, practicals, others).

Students’ scientific activity is implemented through participation in conferences and seminars organized at the College and other higher schools, where students present scientific papers and summarize research results. But in the light of the present situation, given that students work with staff in applied research, the expert group does not understand why all but one of the teachers have no scientific publications.
Student support is provided constantly and consistently. This support is coordinated with teaching, learning and assessment methods. One form of student support is the individual accumulative index. By this means, students can accumulate evaluations during the whole semester for their final assessment in a particular subject. Students have various forms of financial support, including stipends and loans.  Other support is available in cases of financial difficulties of their families: there are possibilities to live in student hostels without payment, take meals at reduced prices, and other practical help. 
Every year teachers update teaching and learning materials for students (methodological material, abstracts, literature resources, etc.). Students can make copies of those materials or receive them by e-mail. 

The College provides appropriate conditions for the effective realization of the programme: it has laboratories equipped with modern equipment, auditoria, the Integrated Learning Centre, library, Internet Room with the necessary information technologies, and Foreign Languages’ Centre. 

Students were involved in the preparation of the self-assessment and participate in the evaluation of the programme’s quality.

3.3. Variation in the number of students

The first group of students graduated from the programme in 2006. In total, 26 graduates have successfully defended their thesis and been awarded the qualification of the Environmentalist by the Qualification Committee.

During the 2003-2006 period, 11 students dropped out from full-time studies in the programme. There are several reasons: difficult financial situation, difficulties in combining work and studies, family or health problems. Three students terminated the studies by personal request. Other dropout reasons were poor attendance (five students excluded), bad academic results (one student) and bad behaviour (one student). 

3.4. Teaching staff

Teachers have a workload of up to 850 contact hours per year, having additional work and commitments outside contact hours.

The self-assessment documents indicate that, for the purpose of ensuring higher quality studies, lecturers having a doctoral degree are invited from universities to give lectures to the College students. Specialists who have practical experience in the sphere are invited to help students acquire professional skills and apply theoretical knowledge in practice. 

New academic staff members are appointed by competition. The teachers’ qualifications are sufficient, but they participate little in scientific activity. As noted above (section 3.2), only one teacher has scientific publications. Their CVs indicate that teachers have methodological or popular publications rather than scientific. The participation in scientific conferences is insufficient.
Evaluation of a teacher’s qualifications is carried out by a College Commission. At the time of the expert group’s visit to the College, information on staff changes was updated: two new staff had been appointed to the programme.
3.5. Advantages and disadvantages of the programme 

The major advantage of the study programme lies in its importance for regional development, as was pointed out in meetings with local employers and graduates. The College seems to be a local “lighthouse” and its importance at the regional scale is greatly appreciated. The offered specializations from this perspective could support regionally important developments of tourism (including eco-, agro-), and at the same time industrial development. 

Another important advantage of the study programme is the innovative content of the curricula and, increasingly, the teaching and learning methods. The staff put a great deal of effort into preparing methodological materials that support the study process. A well-managed, enthusiastic and energetic team sustain the programme. Good external relations support the programme, primarily with Vytautas Magnus University and some research institutions, but also with many local authorities and other institutions. These contacts help to secure placements for the students during their practical training. 
Evident disadvantages of the study programme are partly related to the problems in the overall economic situation in Lithuania, manifested in increased emigration (in this time it even can be considered as “brain drain”). There are also weaknesses related to the content of the curricula. The expert group found that although employers and local authorities have opportunities to participate in the development of the programme (see 6. Feedback below), graduates still have problems in finding a place in the labour market. This indicates a need for further restructuring of the study content to increase the possibilities for graduates to find adequate employment.  In the context of graduate employability, the expert group also noted that the English-speaking skills of teachers and students (including graduates) were poor.
Another (hopefully temporary) disadvantage, again related to the ongoing restructuring process of the Lithuanian higher education system, is the limited opportunity for college graduates to continue their education in universities. Most of the graduates and students expressed a clear wish to continue studies (preferably Master’s studies; they are not interested in Bachelor’s studies in universities), but the possibilities are limited by issues that need resolving at national level. 
A major disadvantage of the programme relates to a lack of human resource management in respect of enhancing research; the enhancement needed is most probably in the direction of applied research. The existing qualifications of the staff can hardly be considered as adequate for the College’s study programmes, primarily due to meagre research outputs. The expert group was impressed, however, by the motivation, efficiency and enthusiasm observed during the site visit. The group is quite convinced that proper management of the human resources, efforts to attract younger doctoral degree-holding lecturers, and intensification of cooperation with Lithuanian universities and research institutes can help to solve this problem.
4. Material conditions

The College has classrooms, laboratories, teaching centres, library, internet room, foreign-language centre, modern teaching offices, and a Regional Adult Education Information Centre. The total number of computers is 177 and all have internet access. 

In order to provide favourable conditions for studying, great attention is paid to strengthening the College’s material conditions, preparing methodological materials, enriching library funds, and introducing modern technologies into the teaching process.

The quality of the laboratories can be considered as acceptable, but at the same time further work to increase the available resources could be encouraged. In addressing the improvement of material conditions, more attention should be paid to creating a research infrastructure for lecturers. 

Since the completion of the self-assessment documents, several positive changes have been made: a microbiology laboratory has been newly established and equipped to implement the study programme; new equipment has been provided elsewhere; new professional literature has been added to the library; and some laboratories and sitting rooms have been refurbished.   
5. External relations

The College pays considerable attention to expanding external relations. It is being realized through cooperation with similar regional colleges, participating in various seminars, conferences, projects, in discussing and reviewing subject modules and programme improvements. Cooperation with universities and other higher educational institutions is based on the concept that non-university and university studies make a solid and integrated higher education system of Lithuania, maintaining their own specifications and not interfering with each other. Cooperation with universities includes preparing the structure and content of study programmes, preparation of scientific projects, and methodological support for teaching.
For example, Vytautas Magnus University is assisting the College in developing applied scientific research in dendrochronology. As these investigations are more cognitive rather than extending practical skills, the College has plans to broaden the trends of joint investigations.    
Students participate in the events organized by the municipality and the Utena region’s Environmental Protection Department: they attend seminars and lectures, take care of the ecological path in Ažuolija forest, help to restore the marsh in Sartai Regional Park, participate in the contest “Decorating the Tree” and other fairs initiated by the regional administration. Educational excursions are organized regularly. Every year students go to the Aukštaitija Ecological Monitoring station, Ąžuolija ecological path, Varnikai reserve, regional hydro power stations, Ignalina Nuclear Power plant, the Botanical Garden, the Zoo, and national and regional parks. 

Since 2004 the College corresponds with the North Carelian Polytechnic, Joensuu, Finland and Hedmark University College, Norway regarding possible students’ and teachers’ exchanges. A cooperation agreement with Rezegne higher school in Latvia was signed in 2005. 
The College is also active at local municipality level. It organises special actions offering various services to the local society or town community (for example water-quality analysis in private wells, and organising of fiestas or festivals). In the area of water-quality analysis, special publications were published in newspapers, and a booklet for citizens was prepared and issued. Students were involved in preparing these publications, obtaining the experience and knowledge for cooperation with the community. The College is planning to continue these practices, for example investigating air quality and air pollution using newly assimilated methods.
6. Feedback 
To make the contacts with the social partners that would enable the identification of labour market needs for the future specialists and their competences, typical cooperation contracts are made by the College with employers. The contracts provide for the inclusion of employers in the activity of the Qualification Committees. They write committee reports where they present suggestions about organizing final thesis presentation and its defence, topic formulation, content of the final thesis, and study programme adjustments. Employers are also involved in evaluating the final theses and give lectures (linking theory with practice and practical experience); additionally they provide opportunities for students to have their practice placements and realize practice aims.
7. Internal assurance of study quality

The internal quality assurance system incorporates all College divisions to get consistent and systematic analysis and to improve various aspects of the study process: students’ academic results, teaching of different modules, study process organization, methodological materials supply, equipment, employment possibilities, etc. To ensure successful and high quality realization of the study process, three activity spheres are assessed: study programmes, their development and management; teaching and learning; and student support. 

Self-assessment of the programme is carried out annually at all levels: community members (students, teachers), study module, department, faculty, and library; other divisions; and the College as a single unit. Questionnaires completed by students, teachers and employers help in the self-assessment. The programme’s teachers and the teacher-coordinator are responsible for the quality of the realization and improvement of the study programme. 

In assessing the study process, classes are observed by administration members and other colleagues. The Department of Innovations and Quality Assurance, together with the programme Department, interviews students and teachers, seeking ways to improve the studies. The Department of International Relations analyses the needs and possibilities of the programme for the teachers, students, Department and Faculty administration to participate in exchange programmes. The Department of Relations with the Public, together with the programme Department, explore the records of the employers about the students during their practice placement. 

Students participate in the activities of the Faculty and the students’ board, and, through the aforementioned questionnaires, they directly influence the improvement of the programme and the study process. The Department of Innovations and Quality Assurance of the College is planning to evaluate the quality of the final project work. 
8. General assessment of the programme within the study field 
8.1. Recommendations to the higher education institution

It is strongly recommended: 

· to reformulate the goals of the programme (2 above);

· to meet the demands of the labour market of the region, the College should broaden the scale of its activity, to include more environmental subjects in the curriculum (3.1) and to prepare students for other professions needed by the community (2);

· to consider increasing the amount of practical training in manufacturing institutions from two up to 6-8 weeks (3.1 and 3.2); 

· to increase the scientific research activity of teachers and students in the College (conducting research, presenting scientific papers at conferences, publishing papers in scientific journals, and completing doctoral studies by teachers) (3.2, 3.4 and 3.5);

· to increase foreign language skills (especially English) by increasing the teaching and learning time in the programme (3.5).
8. 2. Proposal of accreditation

Study programmes at Utena College:

Non-university study programme Environmental Protection and Ecology (state registration code 65303B101) is given full accreditation.
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