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1. Introduction

The external assessment procedures of the study programme were initiated by the Centre for Quality Assessment in Higher Education in Lithuania nominating the external assessment peer group of Prof. Geoffrey Robinson (St. Andrews University, Scotland - Chairman), Prof. David Eastwood (University of Ulster, Northern Ireland), Prof. Maris Klavins (University of Latvia, Latvia), Prof Judit Padisak (University of Pannonia, Hungary) and Dr. Habil. Mečislovas  Žalakevičius (Institute of Ecology of Vilnius University, Lithuania).

The basis for the evaluation report is the written Self-Assessment Report, its annexes and the site visit of the expert group on October 19th 2007. During a major part of the visit the expert group reviewed the organization of the programme, the way in which the curriculum had been designed, the way the quality was being assured, the qualifications of the staff, the material conditions and the research activities.

The programme submitted to external evaluation had been restructured to comply with Order No. ISAK-1551 ‘’On General Requirements for Study Programmes’’ of the Minister of Education and Science of the Republic of Lithuania dated 22 July 2005.

The study programme of Natural Studies (the programme) at Vilnius Pedagogical University (the University) follows the institution’s normal twin-track approach where students are trained both in a specialist subject area and for the teaching profession. The programme is implemented by the Departments of Botany, Zoology, General Geography, Regional Geography and Chemistry at the Faculty of Natural Sciences (the Faculty) as well as by Departments in the Faculties of Physics and Technologies, Mathematics and Informatics.  The Faculties of History, Pedagogy and Psychology, Lithuanian Philology, Foreign Languages and the Institute of Cultural and Arts Education are responsible for the areas of general university education. The deans of the faculties coordinate the programme.

2.  Analysis of the Programme  

2.1.  Aims and goals of study programme 

The aim of the programme is to enable students to become qualified specialists in Natural Studies with a bachelor’s degree in Ecology and Environmental Studies while, at the same time, gaining a teacher’s professional qualification.

The major objectives of the programme are:

· to provide a fundamental knowledge of the natural sciences, especially in ecology and environmental studies, through active, practical study;
· to enable students to acquire knowledge of educational science and to apply it in practice;
· to develop creative and critical thinking and professionalism in natural and educational sciences, acting in a constantly changing social and natural environment.

Programme objectives also include the acquisition of the following competencies:

General and professional competencies;

· common cultural competence
· general educational competence
· special pedagogical competence
· general natural scientific competence
· special natural scientific competence in the ecological and environmental science

Transferable competencies;

· in research skills
· in information-management skills
· in self-management skills
· in communication skills
· in social skills

In this respect the aim and objectives of the programme are clearly formulated, meet both University and Government principles and goals, and are sensitive to the national employment needs. The central focus of the programme is to prepare teachers for the integrated ‘Nature and Man’ and ‘Natural Sciences’ courses in secondary schools, but it is designed to enable graduates to work outside teaching. However, the focus on integrated environmental education remains both pivotal and welcome. 

2.2.  Structure, contents and study methods 

The development of the curriculum is organized under the supervision of the Faculty administration. The total number of credits corresponds to national and international expectations. However, the key assessment issue is whether the inclusion of a large educational theory element (17%), together with the general educational element (13%), over-restricts the specialist ecology and environmental studies elements in a Bachelor of Ecology and Environmental Studies degree programme. The programme development team accepts that a reduction of some aspects of the general education elements may be valuable, but have been unable to achieve this. Nonetheless, the view of the expert group is that the current educational elements do not over-restrict the programme’s specialist ecology and environmental studies elements.

The structure of the programme is for the specialist elements and the educational elements to be taught concurrently and this works well. The block of General Education (13%) is taught in years 1 and 2 and the block of Theory of Education (17%) is taught throughout the four years, increasing towards teaching practice in year 4. Study fundamentals in ecology and environmental studies (i.e. basic natural sciences) (37.5%) are taught largely in Years 1 and 2, and Specialist Subjects (27.5%) largely in Years 3 and 4. Freely elective subjects comprise the remaining 5% of the programme.
As noted in 2.2 above, the key element binding the programme together is the concept of an integrative and holistic approach to the study of environmental issues. To achieve this, the programme includes the study of geosciences (earth sciences, climatology, geomorphology, hydrology, etc.) as well as biosciences (biology, ecology, zoology, botany, etc.). The sustainable-development context within the programme could be more widely developed but the extent of the holistic integrated approach towards environmental science is uncommon and, perhaps, unique in Lithuania and is commended by the expert group.  
2.3.  Execution of studies and support for students

In general the training of students is very well balanced, with good assessment of student progress, and meets the aims and goals of the study programme. The teaching is designed to develop knowledge and skills – both professional and transferable skills. There is a sound balance of lectures and practical work (both laboratory and field based). The expert group was especially impressed by the extensive use of modern small-group teaching, including peer observation and evaluation. Transferable skills, such as verbal fluency, are therefore integrated into much of the specialist teaching, leading to self-confidence in students that both impressed the expert group and was commented on positively by the employers interviewed. 

Assessment of student work is good, systematic, and utilizes a wide range of assessment methods, both oral and written. However, the choice available to students of either a final examination or a final thesis raises some disquiet. Inevitably a thesis demands a range of integrative and research skills and is to be welcomed. Similar integrative issues can be achieved in examinations, but only through the use of synoptic, rather than narrow, knowledge-based questions. However, examination is not likely to test research skills and the evaluation team recommends that the programme should encourage greater use of the final thesis, rather than the final examination. If final examination remains as an alternative, greater use should be made of synoptic questions.

Students interviewed expressed their confidence and satisfaction in the quality of both the teaching and the assessment within the programme. The availability of staff for clarification and feedback was especially welcomed.

Student support also extends to pastoral support through an individual ‘curator’ system that is especially active in Year 1 and was viewed positively by all students interviewed. Although very supportive of the overall programme students expressed views that they would welcome longer field practice (currently two weeks) and getting practical experience in schools earlier in the programme. 

2.4.  Variation in the numbers of students

Statistical data were provided in the self-assessment documents. Student demand for the programme appears to be healthy. Fluctuations in intake numbers can be considered as normal and largely influenced by financial constraints. 

It is clear that the programme recruits nationally as well as locally. It is equally clear that the programme attracts a significant number of first-choice aspiring teachers.

Drop-out rates are high by international standards, but not by national standards. Financial difficulties, leading to low attendance, or withdrawal, appear to be the principal reason for failure, rather than programme deficiencies. The ‘curator’ system is to be welcomed in seeking to minimize drop-out rates.  

2.5.  Teaching staff

The quality of teaching staff is noted in the Self-Assessment Report as one of the programme strengths and certainly meets the regulatory requirements of both the General Requirements for Study Programmes (ISAK-1551) and the Consecutive Study Programme (Art.26). 

The expert group was impressed by the overall quality (and quantity) of the teaching staff. Research publication at national and international levels is generally good. Workloads for some younger members of staff appear to be high and limit research opportunities; the programme team is encouraged to examine this issue.

Staff morale is high and the programme management team must be commended for this. Inter-faculty and inter-department co-operation is exceptionally good. 

The strong commitment of the staff to the programme is also to be commended. There is a clear desire amongst the staff for additional staff-development opportunities (e.g. conferences, international exchanges, etc.) but also recognition that financial restrictions impose a severe limitation on such activities.

The practice of employing ‘new’ teaching staff by recruiting specialists with substantial professional experience (e.g. in climatology) is pragmatic and to be commended.

2.6.  Strengths and weaknesses of the programme

The expert group has recognized the following strengths of the programme (in no particular order):
· a large and well-qualified specialist teaching staff;
· a unique programme within Lithuania, and one of national importance;
· fulfilment of an evident national need, as demonstrated by graduate employment and employer satisfaction;
· good student demand, both national and local; 
· good quality-assurance systems;
· the breadth of the natural-studies curriculum, including aspects of the physical environment (geomorphology, hydrology, climatology) as well as the biological environment;
· the integrative approach to environmental studies;
· interactive teaching with emphasis on both specialist and transferable skills;
· a good pastoral-care system (curator system);
· a well founded management system and good leadership.
The expert group has recognized the following weaknesses of the programme (in no particular order):
· the teaching load of younger staff at times inhibits research activity;
· the context of sustainable development needs to be strengthened and its use more widespread;
· no formal employers’ panel, meeting regularly;
· weaknesses in the final examination versus final thesis situation.
 3.  Material conditions

The self-assessment report acknowledges weaknesses in ‘renewal and optimization of technical resources’ and sees EU funding (to be applied for) as the principal solution to this problem. It also acknowledges weaknesses in ‘literature resources’ in certain areas e.g. GIS. However, the expert group did not consider these ‘weaknesses’ to be substantially undermining the integrity of the programme. 

The availability of a residential field station is of substantial benefit to the programme and is much appreciated by students.

A new university library is in the process of construction and will bring obvious benefits, but library support services have already recognized the value of internet resources and on line journal provision is now fit for purpose and advancing.

The provision of multimedia teaching aids (PowerPoint, data projectors, etc.) is acceptable.

4.  External Relations

The self-assessment report acknowledges that finances limit the ‘involvement of professors and other scientists from Lithuanian and foreign universities into implementation of the programme.’ However, the University has well-established external collaborations in a number of other areas, e.g. with Lithuanian secondary schools. There are also institutional links, e.g. with Helsinki University, and individual links with a number of national and international higher-education institutions. 

The Faculty has extensive active Erasmus links (8 teacher exchanges and 11 student exchanges).  

Full use of good external relations is not always made in any formal way. Use of a formal employers’ panel, to include employers, other than in the teaching profession, is recommended.  
5.  Feedback

Statistical data on graduate employment is not available, other than for a single 2004-5 survey, which showed only 37.5% of graduates actively involved in teaching. Informal questioning during the review visit suggested that the current position is of a higher percentage engaged in teaching, but definitive figures remain unobtainable. 

Low teaching salaries, rather than lack of interest in teaching, is given as the principal reason for low teacher employment figures.

Demand for teachers in this subject area was positively confirmed by both the Ministry of Education and school employers.
6.  Internal assurance of study quality

The internal quality-assurance process is good. Study programme quality is maintained internally according to the University’s academic regulations. Quality is monitored regularly at the faculty level via the Departments of Botany and Zoology. There is also student involvement at this level. 

The Departments of Botany and Zoology are responsible for updating the programme to meet contemporary national needs and to implement professional development programmes. The Dean of the Faculty is responsible for the administration and control of the study process. Programme quality is also monitored annually by the University’s Studies Division.
Lectures are peer assessed. Student opinion questionnaire surveys form a component in internal periodic staff assessment and renewal of contracts. Specific feedback on student opinions was not available.  
Various aspects of study quality are regularly discussed with employers and teacher practitioners. 
7.  Compulsory requirements to the higher education institution

No compulsory requirements.

8.   General assessment of the programmes within the study field

8.1. Recommendations to the higher education institution

· That consideration is given to augmenting the sustainable development context within the programme (section 2.2).
· That the final examination/final thesis issue be reviewed and resolved (section 2.3).
· That the teaching loads of younger staff be reviewed to facilitate increased research activity (section 2.5).
· That consideration is given to the formalisation of an employers’ panel (section 4).

8. 2. Proposal of accreditation

Study programme at Vilnius Pedagogical University:

Undergraduate study programme Natural Studies (state registration code 61203B104) is given full accreditation.
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