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[. INTRODUCTION

The external evaluation of the Bachelor study pmogne inGeography at Vilnius University
(hereafter, ‘the University’) was initiated by th@entre for Quality Assessment in Higher
Education of Lithuania nominating the internatioeapert group (hereafter, the ‘expert group’
or ‘assessment panel’) formed by Professor GeoffRepinson (University of St. Andrews,
Scotland — team leader), Professor Tommi Inkineni(&rsity of Helsinki, Finland), Professor
Maris Klavins (University of Latvia, Latvia), Prasor Jirg Luterbacher (University of Giessen,
Germany) and Dr. Migl4 Stéikait4 (Institute of Geology and Geography of thatiNe
Research Centre, Lithuania).

The evaluation of the study programme (‘the progre®) made use of the following

documents: Law on Research and Higher EducatidheoRepublic of Lithuania (2009); Order
on External Evaluation and Accreditation Procedafr8tudy Programmes (2011); Methodology
for Evaluation of Higher Education Study Programn{@810); General Requirements for
Undergraduate and Integrated Studies Programme$0)2Gnd Geography Study Field
Regulation (2004).

The basis for the evaluation of the study programsnéhe Self-Assessment Report (SAR),
written in 2011, its annexes and the site visithef expert group to the University on 18 October
2011. The Faculty of Natural Sciences (‘the Facultpordinates the programme, which is
delivered by staff from within the Faculty (the dejnents of Geography and Land
Management, Hydrology and Climatology, Geology avitheralogy, and the Cartography
Centre), other faculties (Chemistry, Physics, Mathgcs and Informatics, Economics,
Philology, and Philosophy), as well as from the lyeestablished Nature Research Centre
(specifically from the former Institute of Geologgnd Geography). The Department of
Geography and Land Management (the ‘Department)irectly responsible for teaching the
basic geography and land management subjects amdganizing field research practices. The
site visit incorporated all required meetings wdifferent groups: the administrative staff of the
Faculty, staff responsible for preparing the seBessment documents, academic staff, students
of all years of study, graduates, and employere &kpert group inspected various support
facilities and resources (classrooms, laboratoridsary, computer facilities), examined
students’ final works, and various other materials.

After discussions and preparations of conclusiond eemarks, the expert group presented
introductory general conclusions of the visit t@ tBepartment’s self-assessment team. The
group subsequently met to discuss and agree theerdoaf the report, which represents the
members’ consensual views.

It may be noted that both the Bachelor programm@aography and the Master programme in
General Geography and Land Management are located in the same department within the same
faculty. They share the same facilities; many staffitributes to both programmes, albeit with
different loadings; administration and management assentially the same for both
programmes; and employers who met with the evanajroup related to both programmes and
interacted at department and faculty levels. The siisit covered both programmes
simultaneously and, inevitably, the two evaluatieports have much in common.
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. PROGRAMME ANALYSIS

1. Programme aims and learning outcomes

The programme aims and learning outcomes are wéhet, clear and publicly accessible. The

primary aim is to train geographers in a broad eaof subject areas that contribute to a

“specialist understanding” of “general attitudesSwards sustainable development, land

management, environment and landscape protection.

There is considerable demand for the programmeairns and learning outcomes are consistent

with the type and level of studies and the levelgaflifications offered. They are seen as
catering to societal needs and preparing studéhis @lirectly for employment in those areas on
graduation or to be able to progress to masteresutt is clear, however, that the labour market
the programme is intended to serve is solely imudania: the aims and outcomes make no
mention of employment and higher-level study opjaties elsewhere. The intended learning
outcomes embrace broad groups pertaining to theisitqn of knowledge and the development
of cognitive, practical and transferable skillskdithe aims, the description of some specific
learning outcomes is very brodeéor example, “to comprehend ...” and “to understantiare
terms that lack precision and could be more cledéffned, in context, at this level. But these
are quibbles. The outcomes relating to skills apgessed in terms of what students are expected
to be able to do, which impressed the expert graugicating that the concepts of aims and
outcomes have not been fully integrated into pnogn& planning. The learning outcomes are
appropriately mapped onto the study subjects. Thgramme name, aims, learning outcomes,
content and the qualifications offered are fullyngatible with each other.

Main strengths and weaknesses

Strengths

Students graduate from the programme as spea@agraphers with especially broad basic
scientific and applied skills.

2. Curriculum design

The curriculum meets all legal requirements. luassd the current structure in 2005-2006 and
has adapted to comply with all subsequent legsiadind regulations. Although the study field is
nominally physical geography, the programme has lkept to the interdisciplinary tradition of
uniting physical and human components. This haschadequences for the time devoted to the
preparation of theses; interdisciplinary requiretaesre for research to be conducted in both
physical and human geography. This is achievedchgduling a final paper in one area and a
final project in the other; the students choosecWharea is addressed by each of the two
methods.

The programme includes many study subjects, botigaibry and optional. The courses are
evenly spread over the four years of study, withale teaching of physical and human
components ensuring that both can be advancea aiathe pace from year to year. The subjects
are logically linked and avoid undue repetition tbéme and content. As mentioned in the
previous section, learning outcomes are mapped tmtostudy subjects and all possible
inclusions of optional subjects combine with oblays subjects to enable achievement of the
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intended learning outcomes. The content of theesbjis consistent with the level of studies
and generally appropriate for the achievement@i¢harning outcomes.

The study methods and materials seem to be apptepor the achievement of the learning
outcomes. The SAR, however, states with regard botlaims and outcomes and to the
curriculum, that more attention to practical worduld further enhance the programme; this
could be associated with the introduction of gaéiie research methodologies in social
geography and strengthening the group of optionlajests. The SAR also targets developments
in teaching and learning methodologies. The exgenip would look to more research-based or
evidence-based teaching methods that would hedpdare that the programme reflects the latest
scientific achievements. They acknowledge, howetat, good examples of research-supported
teaching do feature in the programme as it nowdstdrom 2011, noting with approval the
introduction of a new moduleéMethods of sociogeographical research and sociogeographical
learning practice.

Main strengths and weaknesses
Strengths

The curriculum has been well adapted to accommotifeteregulatory changes that have
characterised the last few years.

The structure and content of the curriculum arey weell matched to the programme aims
and outcomes.

Weaknesses

The programme’s social geography components do yeat introduce the research
methodologies that play a major part in the modaksaipline.

3. Staff

The staff who delivers the programme meets allllegguirements. Most have a long experience
of teaching and research, all satisfy more thannii@mum requirements. Collectively their
numbers are more than adequate and they are walifigdh to ensure the intended learning
outcomes. In total, 42 academic staff contributestite programme; 28 teach specialised
geography subjects and 14 teach study area b&idhe specialist teachers, 55 per cent are
members of the Department, 35 per cent are frorarathpartments in the Faculty, and 10 per
cent are from other institutions. Staff from otli@culties teaches appropriate study area basics
and general education subjects. This drawing upewgialists from other areas and institutions,
all with high scientific and teaching experiencel gualifications, enables the delivery of a high-
quality programme with a good scientific basis. Thenber of guest lecturers and interactions
with the research institutes in the Nature Rese@smtitre are indicative of high-quality inputs of
research into teaching. Four technicians in theallegent complete the staff available to the
programme.

The staff’'s age profile is even throughout the masi age ranges (from below 40 to above 60).
This facilitates continuity in the programme, asffsturnover occurs mostly by voluntary
retirement of the older members or by programmengbés. Staff from other faculties and
institutions occasionally changes in consequencth®fworkload policies of those bodies. In
general, it would appear that programme manageroepés well with the inevitability of
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turnover amongst such a large complement of dtaffn a variety of main workplaces, which
combine to deliver the programme.

Staff is active scientists who contribute to safentconferences and participate in scientific
research projects related to the programme’s sfiglg. The participation of staff in these
scientific activities is uneven, however, and itas aspect of the provision that warrants
improvement. Staff in the Department, neverthelessitinues to improve their qualifications
and engage in staff-development activities. Coltabee agreements with foreign universities,
in particular Bamberg (Germany) and Montpellieraftge), facilitate visits of teachers from
abroad. These are organized so as to promote imprents not only in geographical
competence but also in foreign language skillsgheay methods and study management. The
expert group would encourage further developmentsase arrangements.

Main strengths and weaknesses
Strengths

Teaching and research contributions from highlyesgigmced, well-qualified staff from other
faculties and institutions.

Ongoing improvement of the staff's qualificationsdaan overall significant participation in
scientific activities.

Visits and training by staff from foreign institatis.
Weaknesses

The scientific activity of many teachers, espegiitiose in the Department, is rather modest.
The number and quality of publications are low, amastly published in local scientific journals.

4. Facilities and learning resources

Programme lectures are delivered not only in theuFgs auditoria but also in the faculties of
Physics, Chemistry and Philology. The auditoriaadequate in size and suitably equipped. The
Faculty’s library and reading rooms are also adedy@quipped.

Arrangements for students’ practice are adequdteleBts participate in three field practices,
which support the theoretical subjects studied anoheof the first three years. Various social
partners cooperate with the Department in arrangiagractices.

The Department’s computing facilities need improeemA computer room with only 11 places
is inadequate for the number of students, albeitttiey have access to equipment in other areas
and many have their own computers. The expert gsay little in the way of fieldwork
equipment. Despite the statement in the SAR thattbathree auditoria and laboratories in the
Faculty are renewed and provided with new facsitievery year, the group observed that
laboratories were in need of upgrading to keep péte modern developments in the subject
field. The group was pleased to note that the h@esihprovement has been recognized and the
Department has secured some European funds foputmose. Included will be renewal of
technical facilities in auditoria, and upgradingesfoerimental equipment and mobile computing
hardware and software used for fieldwork practicdlse Department’'s computers, including
those in the computer classroom, are all to beaogl and a new geography laboratory provided

Studijy kokyhkes vertinimo centras



and equipped. The expert group would encourageXepartment to ensure an adequate
provision for maintenance and renewal of small geaspecially fieldwork equipment, as part of
the expenditure programme.

Library resources are of variable adequacy. Litegais located in the University and Faculty
libraries. The Faculty library holds some 150 mestent scientific publications in geography
and land management, in the English, German andi&udanguages. Many subjects are
covered by enough textbooks and other educatiordsaientific literature. Other subjects are
inadequately covered. As a partial remedy, lecturplace summary materials on the
Department’s website home page; although this ugldble exercise, which is planned to be
completed for all the programme’s study subjectanduthe next two years, this is a poor
substitute for authentic publications. The otheaufey libraries support the subjects that they
contribute to the programme. Students who met Wighexpert group were emphatic that they
are not seriously hampered by the level of librasources; they make use of the wide variety of
libraries elsewhere in Vilnius, in addition to hagitheir own access to online databases made
available by the University and by such instituioas the Nature Research Centre and the
Lithuanian Science Academy. A student GIS is alsnlable and students are generally satisfied
with the level of holdings and accessibility ofi@@ag resources. Nevertheless, the expert group
would hope that in the process of securing fundsmperove equipment and other laboratory
resources, the Department will also deploy fundsetp library resources up to date.

Main strengths and weaknesses

Strengths

The securing of funds to renew teaching and legraguipment in the very near future.
Weaknesses

The current lack of modern equipment, teaching Baining materials, and sufficient
resources for practical work.

5. Study process and student assessment

The admission procedures comply with all statutmguirements. Entry is by competitive
examination with scores augmented by high perfooeanin national and international
geography competitions. The programme attracts Iyighotivated students with good
competitive scores. Geography is a very populajestidmongst school leavers and demand for
the programme is high. The Department regularlyuiex 33-37 well-qualified students each
year (figures for 2006-2010). Unfortunately, angaently the result of factors outwith the
Department’s control (academic leave of absencesopal and financial circumstances; taking
up of paid employment which then impinges on academork) there is a significant dropout
rate. This has reached as high as 25-27 per cemt first and final-year students; only 22-27
students graduated over the period 2006-2010, witheeome who failed to graduate in the
allotted four years have returned to studies |atke expert group encourages the Department to
consider implementing a systematic method of moceiately ascertaining the reasons for non-
completion, at the same time preserving individucatfidentialities. The group recognises the
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inherent problems of establishing such a system \biihout definitive information the
troublesome dropout rate cannot be effectivelyletk

The programme has been described above as invodvilegge number of staff from several
faculties and other institutions, with classes halé variety of locations. The organising task,
performed by the Department, is considerable; it isotable feat to be able to ensure an
adequate provision of the programme and the achmeme of intended learning outcomes.
Students are provided with all necessary infornmagibout classes, aims and outcomes, subject
requirements and the scheduling of assessmentajnggractices and study papers, including
the final thesis. The information is provided irvariety of ways and in a timely fashion. The
students who met with the expert group acknowlediey are kept well informed.

Students are encouraged to participate both imsfige and social activities. Opportunities
include an annual scientific conference of geogyagthdents where presentations and papers are
in competition for awards and prizes. A few studeate able to work with staff members on
their research projects. The Faculty organisesde wange of events for students to be able to
meet and interact with teachers and social partserse of the events also involve staff from
other universities, in Lithuania and abroad, anadgates from the programme. Of particular
note are the specialised learning trips in springy autumn that take students to various parts of
Lithuania and widen students’ knowledge of the ratand cultural heritage. (The trips are
additional to the annual summer practices, whiehagr important part of the study process.) All
these activities heighten students’ motivation helih to promote the excellent relations between
staff and students that greatly impressed the éxpeup. They lie at the heart of the academic
and social support the Department provides.

The University provides financial support in a nentof ways. Scholarships reward certain
academic successes or are directed to the so@pbsuof students with disabilities or other
handicaps to study, such as serious illness oateensent. Counselling and advisory services are
available to help and guide students experienciglys difficulties. Despite all of these
measures, economic and personal circumstancedesiillto most of the student withdrawals
referred to above.

Students have opportunities to participate in tHRAEMUS exchange (student mobility)
programme. At bachelor level this is limited todgnts with good results and facility in a
foreign language; they can spend six months atoserh West European university. Outgoing
students in this programme have numbered from orfeur in each year. Incoming students
have numbered as many as nine, and they bring diticel component to the university and
geography experience of the home students.

The assessment of knowledge and achievement isvayiety of continuous, intermediate and
final examination methods. They take mostly tradi#l forms. Eligibility to take a subject
examination is dependent on satisfactory attendatc¢éhe various practical and seminar
sessions. Study subject documentation informs stadout the assessment methods to be used
and the requirements for achieving particular gga@pecific procedures govern the preparation
and submission of the final thesis. The assessiysiem appears to be well organised and
equitable; it is clear, adequate and publicly aldé.

The professional activities of the majority of guates meet the programme provider’s
expectations, in that a remarkable proportion efghaduates (up to 45 per cent) continue in the
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Department’s master study program of Geographylamdi Management; others (up to 15 per
cent) proceed to other Faculty programmes in ceafdy, ecology, and geology. Many of the
substantial remainder go directly into employmembstly in geography-related positions. From
discussions with graduates and employers, it waplgear that students are now better prepared
for employment than they were some years ago. Benghe likelihood that in the longer term
the job opportunities will change, it would be gbtes for the Department to begin intensive
labour-market analysis with the intention of modify the programme in readiness for the
changes that are thus identified

Main strengths and weaknesses
Strengths

Especially noted was the confidence of studentsgtithusiasm of a well-qualified staff; and
appreciation by graduates of the skills they hayumed in the programme.

A wide range of academic activities promote theedigat staff-student relations that lie at
the heart of the Department’s academic and sog@t of students.

The progression of a majority of graduates intothier studies or subject-related
employment.

6. Programme management

Operating within the regulatory framework of theat8t programme management is at three
levels: University, Faculty and Department. Respmlises for internal regulation, decisions
and monitoring of the implementation of the prognanare clearly allocated. Operational
control and direct responsibility for implementitige programme are with the Department. Here
the Head, the staff and the programme committed wk@ously with matters that include
organisation of the study process; provision oflitees and learning resources; improvement of
study quality; allocation of teaching loads; changé curriculum, subject preparations and
descriptions; relations with social partners; amhficmation of supervisors for theses and
research papers. Programme management is geneffdltive; the exception has been the
inability to secure adequate funding for the regpleriodic upgrading of facilities and learning
resources. That is doubtless a problem that pesviideUniversity and it is to be hoped that the
recent acquisition of European funds will improvatters.

The evaluation and improvement processes invoblesblders. Students are represented on the
programme committee and on the Faculty counciligbguartners are also represented on the
committee; they play an important advisory roler¢hand in their contacts with staff and
students in events organised by the Department.|dyeqs and alumni who met with the
assessment panel expressed their appreciationeofydbd relations that prevail with social
partners and their ability to be heard in discussi@bout programme enhancements.

Internal quality assurance procedures are effi@adtgenerally effective. All bodies involved at
the various levels have clear monitoring and repgrtesponsibilities. The general system is
based upon European Regulations for internal stugglity assurance; the so-called ‘Dublin
descriptors’ or guidelines; UK guidelines for gemgjnical studies; and guidance from the
Lithuanian Centre for Quality Assessment in Higkelucation. The periodic surveys of study

Studijy kokyhkes vertinimo centras



disciplines and teaching quality are an importaatt pf the process. Other information is
regularly gathered from teaching staff, employerd ather social partners.

Analysis of regularly gathered information undegpthe improvement process. Lessons learned
from internal surveys lead, after due process,ragqamme improvements. The outcomes of
external evaluations carried out in 2001 were dsathprove the programme, as was an internal
assessment carried out by a former programme cdaemin 2005. Already, the SAR
incorporates pointers to improvements that will dndéeen prompted by the current evaluation.
The use that has been made of the outcomes ohahtand external evaluations is evidence to
the expert group of the programme management’onssgeness to the needs for change and
willingness to identify and implement improvements.

Main strengths and weaknesses
Strengths
The involvement of stakeholders in the Departmeprtdgjramme management.

The design and operation of the internal qualiguesnce system to align with international
standards.

The willingness to apply the results of internad aexternal evaluations to improve the
programme.

[l. RECOMMENDATIONS

1. With regard to both aims and outcomes and the auwmin, enhance the programme by
increasing practical work, which could be assodateith introducing qualitative
research methodologies in social geography andhgitrening the group of optional
subjects.

2. Adopt more widely the research-based or evidensedaeaching methods that are
found in parts of the programme and would helprsuee that the programme reflects
the latest scientific achievements.

3. Take whatever steps are required to raise the lefvatternational scientific activity,
research and publication to at least the levelhef thost active contributors to the
programme and hence raise the Department’'s andptbgramme’s international
visibility.

4. Make haste with the renewal and upgrading of compgutaboratory and field equipment
and of learning resources.

5. Given the likelihood that in the longer termmoyment opportunities will change, the
Department might begin intensive labour-market ysialwith the intention of modifying
the programme (and the master programme that nmadgrgs progress to) in readiness
for the changes that are thus identified.
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IV. GENERAL ASSESSMENT

The study programme Geography (state code — 6 1ZA3@ givenpositive evaluation.
Sudy programme assessment in points by fields of assessment.

No. Evaluation Area Ev_aluatl_on Areq
In Points*
1. | Programme aims and learning outcomes 4
2. | Curriculum design 3
3. | Staff 3
4. | Material resources 3
5 Study process and. assessment (student admissiaty process 4
student support, achievement assessment)
6. Programme management (programme administraticerniak quality 4
assurance)
Total: 21

*1 (unsatisfactory) - there are essential shortog®ithat must be eliminated;

2 (satisfactory) - meets the established minimugquirements, needs improvement;
3 (good) - the field develops systematically, hiasirtctive features;

4 (very good) - the field is exceptionally good.

Grupes vadovas:

Team Leader: Prof. Geoffrey Robinson

Grupss nariai: Prof. Maris Klavins

Team members: Prof. Tommi Inkinen
Prof. Jurg Luterbacher
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