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1. Introduction

The University of Limerick’s (UL) quality review process, as applied to academic,
research institutes, professional services units, affiliates and thematic areas, was
developed and continues to evolve in order to satisfy the University's quality policy and
meet legislative QA requirements. UL complies with the Qualifications and Quality
Assurance (Education and Training) Act 2012, as amended by the Qualifications and
Quality Assurance (Education and Training) (Amendment) Act 2019, which places a legal

responsibility on universities to establish, maintain and enhance QA procedures
relating to their activities and services (Part 3, Section 28). These QA procedures
reference the European Standards & Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the Higher
Education Area (ESGs) and must take due account of relevant quality guidelines issued
by Quality and Qualifications Ireland (QQI). QQI is the statutory body responsible for
reviewing and monitoring the effectiveness of QA procedures adopted and
implemented by higher (and further) educational institutions within Ireland.

All academic units are reviewed according to the terms of reference as described in the
Academic Quality Review Framework and tailored quality review guidelines, which are

available on the QSU website. The planned schedule of quality reviews is also
published.

The UL academic quality review process comprises the following three phases:

1. Pre-review phase, in which the unit under review conducts self-evaluation
exercises and writes a department self-assessment report (DSAR) and a
programme self-assessment report (PSAR).

2. Review phase, in which a quality review group (QRG) comprising external
experts, both national and international, reviews the DSAR and PSARs, visits the
unit, meets with stakeholders and produces a report (this report), which is made
publicly available on the QSU website.

3. Post-review phase, in which the unit considers and formally responds to the
recommendations of the QRG, devises plans to implement them and reports
implementation progress to the University Quality Committee and UL senior
management.

The recommendations made by the QRG form the basis of a quality improvement plan
(QIP) prepared by the QSU for the unit under review. Once the site visit is over, the unit
sets about evaluating and implementing the recommendations, as appropriate.

Approximately seven to nine months after receiving the QIP template from the QSU, the
head of unit provides a summary overview of progress to the university’s Quality
Committee. Committee members are afforded the opportunity to discuss and evaluate
progress.


https://revisedacts.lawreform.ie/eli/2012/act/28/revised/en/html
https://revisedacts.lawreform.ie/eli/2012/act/28/revised/en/html
https://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/2019/act/32/enacted/en/html
https://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/2019/act/32/enacted/en/html
http://www.qqi.ie/
https://www.ul.ie/quality/quality-ul/quality-reviews/current-review-cycle
https://www.ul.ie/quality/quality-ul/quality-reviews/current-review-cycle
https://www.ul.ie/quality/quality-ul/quality-reviews/current-review-cycle
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Approximately 18 months after receiving the QIP template, the head of unit, Provost
and Deputy President, Dean and Director of Quality meet to formally review progress
and to agree on any remaining actions to be taken.

2. Department of Chemical Sciences

The Department of Chemical Sciences (CSD) is a research-intensive academic
department in the Faculty of Science and Engineering, delivering high-quality
undergraduate and postgraduate education closely integrated with internationally
recognised research. CSD’s mission aligns fully with University and Faculty priorities,
focusing on innovative education, impactful research, and strong engagement with
industry and society. While CSD does not maintain a standalone departmental strategy,
its activities are clearly aligned with institutional strategies and are overseen through
established academic and management structures.

CSD delivers undergraduate and postgraduate programmes that combine strong
theoretical foundations with practical laboratory experience, problem-based learning,
extended work placements (for undergraduate programme), and final year research
projects. Graduates are well prepared for employment in a range of sectors that include
pharmaceuticals, biomedical devices, manufacturing, food and the environment.
Programme quality and performance are rigorously monitored through annual reviews,
Faculty oversight and external examiners.

Research performance is a major strength of CSD, the leading departmentin the
University for research income, publications, citation impact, and PhD output, with
sustained success in securing competitive national and international funding. Its
research spans strategically important areas such as materials chemistry, energy
storage, catalysis, bio and process engineering, and sustainable chemical
technologies, with strong industry engagement and societal impact. Benchmarking
showed that CSD performs well in comparison with national and international peers.

CSD holds a Silver Athena SWAN award, and equality, diversity and inclusion are
embedded in departmental practice through a structured Athena SWAN action plan.

The DSAR identifies key strategic challenges, including funding constraints, staff-
student ratios, recruitment and retention pressures, maintaining academic standards
amid growing enrolments, and the implications of artificial intelligence for teaching and
assessment. Despite these challenges, CSD has demonstrated sustained growth,
adaptability, and high performance since its last review, confirming its fitness for
purpose and strong alignment with University strategy, while highlighting areas where
strategic support and investment will be critical for future sustainability.
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3. Panel Membership

Prof Tonya L. Peeples, Harold and Inge Marcus Dean of Engineering and Professor of
Chemical Engineering, Pennsylvania State University. Chair

Professor Tonya L. Peeples became the Harold and Inge Marcus Dean of Engineering
on 1 January, 2024. She joined Penn State in 2018 as a Professor of Chemical
Engineering and as the inaugural Associate Dean for Equity and Inclusion in the
College of Engineering. In 2023, prior to her appointment as Interim Dean, she was
appointed Senior Associate Dean.

Among her responsibilities and accomplishments, she has led the Center for
Engineering Outreach and Inclusion, developed the college’s equity action plan, and
helped to establish the A. James Clark Scholars Program at Penn State for promising
engineering undergraduate students with significant financial need. As Dean, she
oversees all aspects of the college, including:

e Pursuit of excellence and innovation in engineering education and research

e Initiatives to attract students, faculty and staff and support their development

e Ongoing commitment to diversity, equity, inclusion and belonging

e Stewardship of the college’s financial resources

e Continuation of a major campus facilities modernisation

Previously, she served as the Associate Dean for Diversity and Outreach, and
Professor of Chemical and Biochemical Engineering at the University of lowa’s
College of Engineering. She earned a Bachelor of Science degree in Chemical
Engineering from North Carolina State University and a doctorate in Chemical
Engineering from Johns Hopkins University.

Professor Peeples is a member of the American Society of Engineering Educators, the
Society of Women Engineers, the National Society of Black Engineers, the National
Association for the Professional Advancement of Black Chemists and Chemical
Engineers, the American Institute of Chemical Engineers, and the American Chemical
Society. She is also a fellow of the American Institute for Medical and Biological
Engineering.

Prof Séamus Higson, Programme Manager MPhil in Bioscience Enterprise,
Department of Chemical Engineering and Biotechnology, University of
Cambridge. Senior Peer 1

Professor Higson joined the Department of Chemical Engineering and Biotechnology at
the University of Cambridge in 2020 bringing to his new role more than 20 years’
experience of bringing fundamental research through to practical implementation and


https://inclusion.engr.psu.edu/
https://inclusion.engr.psu.edu/
https://www.engr.psu.edu/assets/docs/strategic-plan-and-initiatives/Equity-Action-Plan1.pdf
https://www.engr.psu.edu/clark-scholars/index.aspx
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full commercialisation — based on technologies ranging from electrochemical fuel cells
and electrolysers as enablers for the hydrogen economy — through to biomedical
biosensors and sensors for use within the water industry and environmental monitoring.

His career to date has spanned academic departments of Chemistry, Medicine,
Biotechnology, Materials Science and Engineering - with this being reflected in his
publications and ongoing research interests.

He serves in an advisory and/or consultative capacity for several public and
professional bodies, has acted as an expert witness for a number of high-profile
intellectual property and patent legal cases in the US and Europe as well as being the
founding Director for Microarray Ltd - a company formed in 1999 upon science and
patents originating from his group.

A chartered Scientist and Engineer, he is a Fellow of the Institute of Materials, Minerals
and Mining and serves on the accreditation board for the Engineering Council.

He is the author of over 130 research papers and a number of textbooks, including the
flagship Oxford text, 'Analytical Chemistry'. In July 2018, he was awarded a Doctor of
Science (DSc) from Cranfield University in recognition of his research over two decades
and the impact it has had on a number of fields.

Professor Gavin O'Connor, Head of Biochemistry, Physikalisch-Technische
Bundesanstalt (PTB), Braunschweig, Germany. Senior Peer 2

Professor O’Connor is Head of Department for Biochemistry at Physikalisch-Technische
Bundesanstalt (PTB) and Professor of Biochemical Metrology at the Technical University
of Braunschweig. Having previously worked at LGC in the UK and the European
Commission’s Joint Research Centre, his research has focused on the provision of
metrologically traceable results for the characterisation of reference materials using
IDMS.

The focus of the Department of Biochemistry at PTB is on the development of high-
accuracy measurement procedures for clinically relevant targets whilst his teaching
addresses the needs and methods for the provision of accurate, comparable and
trustworthy biochemical measurement results.

He is an analytical scientist with a strong background in mass spectrometry and a
proven track record in the delivery of projects incorporating both instrumental design
and application. Key areas of interest include the use of mass spectrometry for
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chemical and biological measurements and high-accuracy analysis by isotope dilution
mass spectrometry.

Many of the methods developed have been peer-reviewed and catalogued in the CMC
and JCTLM databases. The application areas to which these methods have been
applied include food allergens, forensics, veterinary residues, and pharmaceutical and
clinical samples. The methods were developed and validated to meet the requirements
of the standards ISO/IEC 17025 and ISO 17034, when the results were used to support
the production of certified reference materials.

As a department manager at PTB, he is responsible for the maintenance of the quality
management systems covering reference measurements for organic and bio-organic
molecules. Since 1998, he has been actively engaged with the OAWG, BAWG and later
the PAWG of CCQM and has contributed to the Working Group and BIPM strategy
documents.

He has conducted CCQM peer reviews and technical assessments covering ISO 17025,
ISO 17034 and the specific requirements of the MRA for organic and bioanalytical
measurements at the National Measurement Institutes of Australia, Hong Kong, Turkey,
Korea, Brazil, Canada, and the EU’s Joint Research Centre.

Mr Charlie Dolan, M.Eng.Sc. FCIPD, Charlie Dolan Consulting Ltd. Senior Employer
Representative

Charlie Dolan FCIPD has worked in the pharmaceutical industry for over 35 years prior
to setting up his own Career Guidance and HR company in 2014, having qualified as a
Career Guidance Counsellor in 2013. During his industrial career, he has held a number
of scientific and process engineering roles, as well as worked for 16 years in HR.

His scientific and engineering roles encompassed Environmental Science, Analytical
Science and both technical support and training. He moved into HR in 1997 in the role
of Personal Representative, which is a key position in maintaining employee
engagement and harmony at the Eli Lilly plant in Kinsale. In this role, along with strong
performance in the areas of employee engagement and harmony, he also made
significant contributions in the areas of change management, talent management and
succession planning. He also had responsibility at a European level for the European
Works Council and chaired it for over 12 years.

As HR practices continued to evolve, he was involved in the modernisation of employee
policies to reflect changes in the work environment. In 2014, he set up his own
consulting company specialising in all aspects of change management - from
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assessment to implementation and mentoring, recruitment, executive coaching and
where required, training on specific HR topics as required by clients.

He has been involved in the support of incremental change in education. He continues
to be involved with universities and colleges in course development and is a past
member of the Presidents Panel of University of Limerick which supports their Quality
Review process. He has served on the National Council Curricular Awards (NCCA) on
both Junior and Senior cycle boards. He has a particular interest in the development of
science education and as a result was a member of the new Junior Cycle Science
developmental group, the recent Leaving Certificate Biology development group and
has played a key role in influencing the curricular content to reflect the technical
advancements in the pharmaceutical sector. He continues to be involved with
universities and colleges in course development and is a past member of the Presidents
Panel of the University of Limerick which supports their Quality Review process.

He is involved with several organisations, including the Irish Science Teachers
Association (ISTA), of which he is a past president, and is a past member of an EU
working group on Early School Leaving (ESL).

In 2015, he was appointed for a five-year term to Top level Appointments Commission
(TLAC) which comprises of ateam of 11 people who are responsible for all Senior Civil
and many Public Service Appointments. Since this time, Charlie continues to assist
Public Appointments on an ad hoc basis.

Charlie was nominated by IBEC to the Teaching Council in 2020 and was an active
member of Council, the registration panel and the disciplinary panel until his recent
retirement from the Council. Charlie has also been involved in the development of the
Future Skills report published in 2024.

Finally, Charlie personally believes in the principle of applying lifelong learning to
himself. Having completed in 2023 an M.B.Sc with the IMI, he has specialised in
Organisational Behaviour, Executive Coaching and Leadership and is currently
completing a Psychology course on Sport Performance Coaching.

Aoife-Marie Costelloe, recent graduate of Bachelor of Science in Pharmaceutical
and Industrial Chemistry, UL. Student Representative

Aoife-Marie Costelloe graduated in 2025 with a first-class honour in the Bachelor of
Science in Pharmaceutical and Industrial Chemistry from the University of Limerick and
is currently completing a MSc in Pharmaceutical Regulatory Science in University
College Cork.
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Aoife-Marie was a 2025 recipient of the Johnson & Johnson WIiSTEM2D Award. The
WISTEM2D Award Programme stands for Women in Science, Technology, Engineering,
Mathematics, Manufacturing and Design. Through the initiative, Johnson & Johnson
supports and inspires girls and women in their pursuit of STEM2D studies and careers
globally.

Aoife-Marie gained experience in quality control and GMP Compliance whilst
completing her Co-Operative Education Placement in Regeneron Ireland.

Professor Ailish Hannigan, Head of Department of Mathematics and Statistics,
University of Limerick. Internal Representative

Ailish Hannigan is Professor of Biomedical Statistics and Head of the Department of
Mathematics and Statistics at the University of Limerick. She has a degree in Applied
Mathematics and Computing from the University of Limerick and a PhD in Biostatistics
from University College Cork. She started her research career as a Research Fellow in a
WHO Collaborating Centre before joining UL as a lecturer in Statistics. She moved to the
School of Medicine from 2012-2025 as Professor of Biomedical Statistics. Her expertise
is in the statistical analysis of routinely collected health data to promote health equity.
Her interdisciplinary research has been funded by Research Ireland and the Health
Research Board, and she received a President’s Research Excellence and Impact award
in 2024. She is a member of the Participatory Health Research Unit (a WHO
Collaborating Centre) and a founding member of the Health Research Institute. She is
passionate about statistics education and received an Excellence in Teaching Award
(Special Commendation) from the University. She played a leading role nationally in the
Irish Statistical Association and is a Fellow of the Royal Statistical Society, UK.

Mark Collins, Editor and Technical Writer. Recording Secretary

Mark works as an editor and technical writer for various organisations, ranging from
government departments and third-level institutions to SMEs and individuals. He is a
freelance contractor and promotes his work via www.writer.ie

He started working on Quality Reviews with the Royal College of Surgeons in Ireland
(RCSI) in 2015 as a ‘rapporteur’. Since then, he has worked on 25 reviews for the RCSI
and two for Dublin City University. Mark graduated from Trinity College Dublin with a
degree in Philosophy.


http://www.writer.ie/
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4. Preliminary Comments of the Quality Review Group

The QRG appreciated the warm welcome it received from UL and wishes to thank the
Department of Chemical Sciences and the Quality Support Unit for the cooperation it
received throughout the review process. The process was incredibly well organised and
ran very smoothly.

The Department produced a thorough and well-presented SAR, as did many of

the course directors (CDs) in relation to the programmes. Challenges and potential
solutions were clearly identified and addressed. Meetings with members of the
Department, undergraduate (UG) and postgraduate (PG) students, external
stakeholders and UL officials were frank, collegial and informative.

The QRG was particularly impressed with the dedication and commitment of the
Department’s academic and administrative and technical staff to student success. This
view was corroborated by students from a range of programmes who expressed
enthusiasm and a high level of satisfaction with the content of their programmes

and the support they receive from the Department. The QRG was similarly impressed by
the research output of the academic staff of the Department.

Meetings with external stakeholders clearly illustrated that the Department enjoys an
excellent reputation with the graduates in the pharmaceutical sector. The unanimous
conclusion of the members of the QRG is that the Department is a high-functioning
academic unit that should be proud of its teaching and research missions.

10
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5. Findings on Departmental Strategy and Alignment with University Policies

CSD demonstrates strong alignment with the University’s strategic plan across
research, teaching, and learning, with priorities implemented collaboratively through
the Head of Department and established committee structures. It makes a significant
contribution to the leadership and strategic direction of the University through the
appointment of CSD staff to key roles, including Vice President for Research and
Innovation and Director of the Bernal Institute.

The Department reports high research productivity and competitiveness, reflected in
sustained engagement with national and international funding bodies, growing research
income, increased PhD enrolment and graduations, and a rising publication output—
particularly in leading journals. Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion (EDI) is embedded in
departmental operations, with Athena SWAN considered routinely through standing
governance practices, and the Department benchmarks its activities against national
organisations, national priorities, and international best practice.

At the same time, CSD identifies several risks that may constrain delivery, including
historical uncertainty around institutionally required key performance indicators (KPIs),
recent budget model changes that disadvantage laboratory-based provision, and an
unfavourable student-staff ratio that increases workload and can impact personalised
learning and timely assessment. Recruitment and retention of specialised academic
staff remain challenges and are closely linked to sustaining departmental capacity as
staff retire. Further discussion is required to clarify what success should look like for the
Department and its programmes, given Faculty expertise, how to progress and retain
talented technical staff, how recruitment and enrolment are managed, what supports
enable student progression, and how research performance and industry engagement
are measured (including whether these are treated as implicit KPIs).

Itis commendable that the departmental leadership is considering how to right-size the
Department in relation to succession planning, demographic shifts, and evolving
university workload models.

Looking ahead, CSD proposes focused strategies to address funding constraints,
maintain and grow registrations, enhance student engagement and support for diverse
needs, continue a strong research trajectory while diversifying funding sources, and
update curriculum and assessment approaches in response to the rapid emergence of
Al, including academic integrity and ethical use considerations. The Department has
clearly recognised its research strengths, but this could, in part, be lost due to the
forthcoming retirement of key high-performing staff.

The Department should leverage chair positions and the Bernal Institute to recruit high-
profile staff. In addition to considering teaching staff, the QRG recommends that CSD
consider engagement with professional organisations such as the Royal Society of

11
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Chemistry (RSC) Technician Commitment action plan, which aims to ensure visibility,
recognition and career development for technical staff working in higher education and
research. RSC could also be a great resource to implement best practices for
incorporating Al into chemical education.

To strengthen institutional planning, CSD can contribute by developing the business
case for the impact of research reputation and activity on enrolment management and
education, highlighting the impact of high levels of research activity on the overall CSD
enterprise. This data can support advocacy for better budgeting models that support
the sustainability of Final Year Projects, as well as appropriate staffing and workload.
CSD should continue to highlight the infrastructure, support, and intellectual
community provided by the Bernal Institute. These form the basis for a forward-looking
strategy for succession planning for senior academics as they approach retirement, so
that the strengths of the Department in securing research income are not lost. As CSD
continues industry engagement, they should consider the impact on economic and
workforce development, research metrics, and evidence of EDI practice for branding
and recruitment.

Commendations:

e The Department prepared a very honest and reflective self-assessment report,

and their transparency and openness with the QRG were very beneficial to its
understanding of the Department.

e The QRG congratulates the Department on their well-established research

activity, which is recognised as a jewel of the University.
e The QRG congratulates the Department on their Silver Athena SWAN award.

Recommendations:

Level | Recommendation Rationale

1 Develop a forward-looking Identify hiring strategy and succession
strategy for succession planning for research and education
planning for senior leadership in key priority areas. Leverage
academics as they research infrastructure to help attract faculty
approach retirement so that | and reduce start-up costs.
the strengths of the
Departmentinresearch and | Hiring can be aligned with the Bernal Institute
securing research income to reduce start-up costs for new faculty.
are not lost.

1 Develop a business case for | The course and activities in the Department
the impact of research are resource-intensive and this is not
active faculty on education reflected in the use of the current funding
in advocacy for better allocation of 1.0. The cost of instruction and
coverage of the costs of the value-added of hands-on experiences
instruction. should be assessed. The ways that the

12
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Level

Recommendation

Rationale

Consider how delivery of
lab-intensive modules in
service to other
programmes aligns with the
budget model.

departmental faculty use research funding to
support Final Year Projects should be
accounted for.

13
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6. Findings on Organisational Structure and Management of the Department

The Head of Department provides clear and effective academic leadership and strategic
development of the Department. The operation of the Department is supported by
weekly meetings between the Head of Department, administration and technical staff.
This ensures timely problem-solving and a coordinated delivery of the core functions of
the Department.

The commitment and dedication of staff, and the collegiate and inclusive working
environment in the Department, were evident throughout the site visit. The site tour
provided evidence of upgraded laboratory facilities for students and comprehensive,
collaborative research facilities through the Bernal Institute.

The new Department committees in Research and Innovation, Equality, Diversity and
Inclusion, and Learning, Teaching and Assessment align with Faculty and University-
level committees, ensuring representation from the Department through the Chairs of
these committees, vertical communication and alignment with the University’s strategic
objectives. The Department delivers resource-intensive, laboratory-based modules,
and the current allocation of budget based on student numbers only may not fully
reflect this. There are ongoing challenges with the implementation of the new workload
allocation model and the perceptions of staff on the fairness of this model, in particular,
how research activity is included and managing a high staff-student ratio.

Career development of technical staff needs to be reviewed, given the importance of
retention and recruitment of these staff for the operations of the Department. Some
employees express uncertainty about professional development and promotion
opportunities. The Department should establish clearer communication with
professional services at the university level and within the Department (for example,
around career progression for technical officers and requirements for promotion and
professional development) to help ensure staff understand the true opportunities.

Workforce and succession planning are a priority given upcoming retirements in the
Department.

The Department’s recent Athena SWAN silver award reflects progress in the
implementation of their gender action plan on inclusive recruitment, career
progression, flexible working and teaching practices. Operational coherence and
strategic alignment with research institutes and centres, in particular, the Bernal
Institute, is key to achieving research key performance indicators.

Commendations:

e The Department has an effective organisational structure which is supported by
committed, professional and responsive administrative and technical staff.

14
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e The new Department committee structures are aligned with Faculty and
University committees as well as the strategic objectives of the University.

Recommendations:

Level

Recommendation

Rationale

1

Work with senior management to review the
research component of the workload
allocation model.

There is a perception that
the current model results
in research not being
adequately
counted/measured.
Consider the implications
of having Faculty measure
teaching and service
before research.

Enhance the lines of communication with
institutional offices and staff within the
Department. Research and engage with an
appropriate national or international
professional body’s activities aimed at
supporting and recognising technical staff.

Observation was made
that there was some lack
of communication from
support services to
technical staff, e.g.
evidence was seen around
a lack of awareness that
obtaining a master’s would
lead to automatic
promotion from technical
officer to senior technical
officer. Greater
communication could help
both morale and retention
of staff.

15
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7. Findings on Programme Portfolio and Curriculum

The Department’s honest review of the programmes was extremely helpful and greatly
appreciated, particularly in the way it highlighted both the challenges faced and the
areas in which the Department can be justifiably proud. The Department offers a
number of focused courses that clearly align with local industrial needs. The Bachelor’s
degrees and Higher Diplomas both provide high-quality education, with graduates
benefitting from excellent career prospects, as evidenced by impressive employability
outcomes. We saw clear evidence that both alumni and external stakeholders hold
these programmes in high regard.

During the review, a culture of continual improvement and curriculum renewal was
evident, helping to ensure that course content remains contemporary and relevant. The
teaching of many academic staff is informed by research, which enriches both the
curriculum and the wider student experience, and contributes to the high regard in
which graduates are held by alumni and employers. The programmes were well
balanced in their use of both continuous and terminal assessments. Staff have also
engaged with self-development activities and new tools that have the potential to
enhance the learning experience and provide valuable analytics for continuous
improvement. Programme organisers have worked closely with local industry and
alumni to ensure that content remains relevant and gives students insight into current
industrial trends.

While the continuous review process may not have been documented through a formal
annual review mechanism, evidence was provided of meaningful enhancement through
new teaching aids, industrial feedback via Co-op liaison, and the continuous research-
informed review of module content. The team’s success in continuously upskilling is
reflected in the excellent student satisfaction scores and strong graduate employability.

The programmes have largely operated with an annual maximum permitted student
intake. Although it was reported that the annual cap on admission to some courses was
removed in 2025, the currently available teaching laboratory space would not support a
larger intake of first-year students. At the same time, the Higher Diploma has seen a
reduction in applicants in recent years. Some programmes have demonstrated an
excellent progression record of over 95%, with 100% progression achieved in the
2024/25 academic year, suggesting a high level of commitment from both students and
academic staff. One Bachelor’s programme, however, exhibited a relatively low
progression rate from year one to year two. This may reflect a mismatch between some
students’ expectations and the reality of the course content. While this may be difficult
to fully address, additional explanation may be needed to help students better
understand the importance and relevance of early-stage content for later modules,
placements, employer expectations, and future career roles.

16
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Itis also pleasing to see that the distribution of classification outcomes has returned to
a more balanced profile following the COVID period. It is disappointing, however, that
the Higher Diploma may not continue to run in future, especially given its strong
employment outcomes. Itis appreciated that enrolment numbers for this programme
are largely outside the control of the Department, particularly in the context of overseas
applications and visa restrictions.

Student satisfaction is reported to be high, with exit survey results indicating overall
satisfaction of over 90% for the past three years. While the work placement and
personal development scores are particularly commendable, the assessment and
feedback scores should give cause for concern. A review of student expectations and of
the management of assessment and feedback is therefore recommended. Also
noteworthy is the dip in teaching and learning satisfaction in 2024 compared with
previous and subsequent years. While this appears to have been an anomaly, an annual
review procedure would provide an excellent opportunity to document the challenges
encountered during that period and identify ways to avoid similar issues in future.

For one programme, student comments indicated that the quality of teaching is
perceived as variable, with the performance of one member of staff specifically
highlighted in the self-assessment provided by the Department. In this context, it is
recommended that a systematic and periodic review of teaching quality be undertaken
to enhance consistency and improve the student experience. While there is clear
evidence that the Department is committed to addressing issues, the implementation
of some changes has, in certain instances, taken longer than might reasonably be
expected. Examples include year-on-year curriculum changes to the Higher Diploma
and addressing the performance of one member of staff. It is appreciated, however, that
dealing with HR matters is often complex and requires appropriate procedures to be
followed.

The student body felt that, when issues were raised, the Department provided limited
feedback, leading to a perception that concerns were not being addressed. While class
representatives facilitate the raising of student concerns, itis recommended that the
Department introduce and require training to help them undertake this role effectively.
In this context, staff succession planning will be important to sustain programme
quality. Upcoming retirements among senior staff may necessitate strategic hiring,
drawing on the infrastructure and intellectual community of the Bernal Institute to
attract talented individuals in Industrial Biochemistry.

In summary, the programmes reviewed are clearly highly beneficial to the personal
development of graduating students and to external stakeholders, including regional
employers. The programmes provide strong evidence of ongoing curriculum review,
refreshment, and a clear commitment to continuous improvement.
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Recommendations:

Level | Recommendation Rationale

1. Review the funding of From a transparency perspective regarding the
Final Year Projects via costs. Seek other sources of funding.
the Pl budget.

2 Introduce formalised While there is an institutional framework for TA
and mandatory training | training, it is not fully implemented. There would
for Training Assistants be a benefit to introducing a similar framework for
(TAs) and Class Reps. Class Reps.

2 Give timely feedback to | Afocus towards enhanced communication could

the student body in the
format of a ‘You said -
we did’.

help the student body believe that they are
listened to when issues are raised, along with
preventing misunderstanding. Both could help
improve student satisfaction.
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8. Findings on Teaching, Learning and Assessment

The Department demonstrates strong, systematic use of evidence to inform teaching
and programme decision-making, drawing on institutional sources such as learning
analytics, surveys, admissions and progression data, and graduate outcomes.

The CSD equipment and facilities are exceptional, allowing students to have a more
hands-on learning experience, and CSD staff express satisfaction with investments in
professional development and digital teaching support systems.

The Department provided strong evidence of modernisation of assessment practices
and program content, with ongoing review and adaptation. The QRG congratulates CSD
staff for keeping the programmes up to date by adapting modules to align with new
instruments and changes in the industry.

Inclusive practice is particularly notable in laboratory teaching, including tailored
arrangements for neurodiverse students. It is also positive that the Department has
acknowledged and responded to negative feedback from the 2024 student exit survey,
including through the introduction of peer observation groups, alongside ongoing
modernisation of assessment and programme content.

At the same time, several areas require attention. Staff express concerns about advising
through PASS, resulting in variable student experiences and potential inequity in
support. Feedback suggests that recruitment of staff may place greater weight on
research fit than on teaching capability, and staff feedback points to mixed experiences
of mentoring and uncertainty regarding the adequacy of digital teaching support after
staffing changes.

The approach of allowing students to choose subject paths following their common
year entry should be reviewed. The reintroduction of the cap per career path or better
prediction of enrolment entry would greatly enhance the planning process for the
Department in the following academic year.

Declining lecture attendance over the semester suggests a need to examine teaching
approaches and student perceptions of value. To enhance learning regarding the value
of educational activities, the Department should develop and/or refine educational
activities to deepen knowledge on learning styles, on the rationale for the activities in
career preparation, and on the need for students to take greater ownership of their
learning process.

The QRG learned more about recurrent timetabling clashes and the mechanisms for
coordination and feedback in timetable planning; the persistent stress associated with
Process Technology, including curriculum design, teaching approaches, and the
currency of teaching materials; the scope and monitoring of academic advising,
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supports for diverse and at-risk students, and the effectiveness of student
communications and feedback loops.

Discussion of how student feedback and peer observation outcomes are being better
developed to inform teaching enhancement led the QRG to conclude that the
Department has a good plan. The programme should use strategies to incentivise and
enhance TRUST survey response rates, and to establish more consistent teaching
consultation within programmes and better training of graduate student demonstrators
to apply best practices and achieve consistently positive outcomes.

The QRG recommends that the Department implements a systematic review of
teaching quality and access to professional development to ensure consistency.
Lecturer training and observation should be supported such that responses to student
feedback are enacted. This will also help with implementing new pedagogy, including
modern tools and educational strategies (such as Al) into the curriculum.

Teaching Assistants (TAs) are central to student learning. The institution has recently
created a pay structure with this activity. CSD should provide date-formalised and
structured training for Graduate Teaching Assistants (GTAs), leveraging experienced
GTAs as peer mentors whenever possible.

The Department should consider the impact of enrolment growth on Final Year Projects.
It should design more peer learning opportunities for students to experience community
and supportive relationships while engaging in Final Year Project efforts to relieve some
of the burden for Faculty and graduate research student mentors. The Department
should seek funding for Final Year Projects that is written into the grants and
programmes of research or supported by philanthropy, and work across silos to support
student access to interdisciplinary projects.

The Department should enhance communication between the Co-op office and
educational units regarding student placement. It is important that the need for
alternative modules be anticipated such that options relevant to the degree
programmes such as industrial biochemistry can be developed (e.g., activities,
modules, or group experiences exposure to GMP should be strongly considered). Also,
the Department should let environmental science students understand how the
placement can contribute to their learning (e.g. professionalism).

Success rates for applications to sources of funding from different awarding bodies vary
greatly, as such planning is essential to manage the yearly variability in funding and
NDAs. The Department should provide clearer direction on the research funding
strategy to help staff secure funding to achieve KPIs and ensure successful projects.

20



QRG Report, Department of Chemical Sciences

The 30 credit module for students who do not complete their placement should be
reviewed. To ensure that, where possible, the modules chosen are appropriate to their
subject discipline choice and/or add self-development opportunities to the individual.

During the site visit, the value of the Class Representative role was acknowledged, and
the Department should convey this to the ULSL in order to strengthen this valuable
resource to the student population. Also, programmes should make better use of class
representatives to facilitate more direct feedback within the Department.

Lastly, the Department should maintain a constant and consistent review and
proactively adapt to the pace of developments in new and emerging technologies, in
particular, adapting to the use of Al by students and staff for teaching and learning
purposes.

Commendations:

e The Departmentis developing a strong plan for communication and
transparency around actions based on student feedback.

e Final student lecture assessment (TRUST) has come a full circle. Being properly
controlled and reviewed with feedback going back to the student s very positive
and will improve student satisfaction.

e The Final Year Project can be very beneficial to both the students, research
students and staff, and is a great opportunity for hands-on learning in
preparation for entry into the industry.

e Students and staff value the deep learning that is afforded through co-operative
education experiences in terms of student growth in “sense of self” and staff are
dedicated to helping students apply those skills in career-relevant Final Year
Projects.

Recommendations:

Level | Recommendation Rationale

1 Mandate formalised | Mandate formalised and structured training for
training for Graduate | GTAs, leveraging experienced GTAs who may be able
Teaching Assistants | to mentor new GTAs when possible. This will build
(GTAs). GTA self-efficacy when teaching and help students
have more confidence in the advice and support.

GTAs play a vital role in student learning. Scheduling
is centrally organised and this appears to be
impacting on the GTAs’ ability to deliver a high level
of service to the students.

1 The PASS (Personal Students receive different experiences based on the
Advisor Support probability of their advisor. Implementing a peer
System) does not
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Level | Recommendation Rationale

appear to be formally | engagement will help alleviate the pressure on the

or consistently advisor.

monitored and a

peer engagement Student experiences vary significantly, with some

strategy should be students reporting regular engagement while others

developed to report minimal or no contact.

enhance student

support. This inconsistency risks undermining the
effectiveness of PASS as a support mechanism and
may lead to inequity in the student experience.
Could introduce a peer opportunity to improve this
process.

2 Highlight the Ensuring that the students are aware of the benefits
benefits of post- of a PhD and other graduate avenues before coming
graduate education. | into the finalyear, by incorporating alumni’s

experience.

2 Assist new students | The transition for students from Secondary school to

in their transition to
college and the
enhanced
requirements for
ownership of their
learning.

University can be very challenging in terms of the
students' understanding and engagement in their
learning ownership. The Department should develop
and/or refine educational modules to deepen
knowledge on learning styles, the rationale for the
modules in career preparation, and on the need for
students to take greater ownership of their learning
process.
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9. Findings on Research

The reported publication rate per academic is comparable to peers in similar-sized
chemistry departments in other institutions and is reportedly higher than other faculty
departments. The quality of the publication outputs is evidenced by the subject ranking
of the journals in which papers were published and in the level of citations accumulated
in the first five years since publication. However, concerns were raised about the
funding of open access and support for publication fees at an institutional level.

The funding level, currently reported as an average of just over €260,000 per academic
per annum, is again greater than the faculty average. The success rate of grant
applications is above 50% for national funding programmes and reached 33% for EU-
funded programmes in 2023/2024. Considerable fluctuations in funding rates between
years were considered challenging. Prior to the visit, a note on the disappointing level of
industrial funding was made. However, during discussions at the site visit, it was
reported that EU and Enterprise Ireland funding both had associated industrial funding.

The interaction of the Department with and within the multi-disciplinary Bernel Institute
was considered very beneficial to both parties. Of particular note were the shared use
of facilities (laboratory space, instrumentation and support staff) between multiple Pls
from the Department. The benefits of this were evident in the Doctoral students'
feedback concerning onboarding activities and the daily support provided for the
research activities. The Doctoral students reported a mixed use of structural appraisal
feedback mechanisms. There was mixed reporting on how progression was monitored
throughout their studies. Efforts should be made to incorporate a more consistent use
of these procedures. This is especially important when the Doctoral students work so
closely together, as it may convey a different level of care.

The research activities are supported by highly trained technical staff. These are
separate from the teaching technical staff. However, there were close interactions
between the groups and a shared sense of duty in supporting both undergraduate
project students and research students. This was evident in the implementation of the
effective shared use and a cost recuperation model for analytical instruments between
teaching and research. The technical staff reported a lack of clarity in routes and
possibilities for career progression. It is highly recommended that the University
engage, or establish its own initiatives, that recognise and cater for technical staff
recognition. (e.g https://www.rsc.org/news/2022/february/the-future-of-technical-
skills,-roles-and-careers).
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Commendations:

e The Department has effectively leveraged the Bernal Institute to advance industry-

supported research in exceptional internal collaborative research communities. It

has a high publication rate per academic relative to Faculty output, and a high

quality of publications in the respective subject areas. It has an excellent

cooperative nature in shared labs, instrumentation and facilities were evident

between Pls.

Recommendations:

Level Recommendation Rationale

1 Research / technical Please consider engagement with the RSC
staff career Technician Commitment action plan.
progression and
recognition.

2 Improve engagement Many of the research activities are reliant on data
of technical staff in from advanced instrumentation. The quality of
research activities. this data has a large impact on research output.

2 Provide clarity on the The Bernal Institute has significant research

support available from
the Bernal Institute.

resources that could be better harnessed to
develop research programmes in CSD.
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10.  Findings on Stakeholder Engagement

The Department shows strong engagement with industry, alumni, and the wider public,
with cooperative education and outreach activities standing out as major strengths. The
creation of the Periodic Table and sponsorship of programmes such as STEMtacular are
notable. The Department has a social media strategy and active plans for the marketing
of programmes. There is also engagement with professional accreditation bodies and
initiatives for certification of laboratories.

Some engagement, particularly outreach, relies on individual staff rather than having a
coordinated strategy. Furthermore, the Departmentis no longer able to resource some
activities, e.g. Young Scientist and Technology Exhibition. Also, how outreach activities
are accounted for in the workload allocation model needs to be considered.

The Department should work with the Faculty to identify additional supports for
outreach and marketing, and the need to coordinate/consolidate outreach activities
across departments, faculties and the University.

The absence of a central repository for partnerships limits oversight and long-term
planning. Key areas for consideration include strategic mapping of partnerships, while
future opportunities lie in targeting outreach activities, strengthening alumni links, and
developing a structured, sustainable system for managing partnerships. There may also
be an opportunity for chemistry-specific focused outreach rather than STEM in general.

The Department should develop a communications plan for external stakeholders to
better understand the dependencies among them, the Department, and the University.
They should also work with local industry for them to understand the impact of
University/Departmental risks on their current operating model (supply of graduates,
Co-op engagement, research).

Commendations:

e There is clear evidence of strong and supportive professional and student
support units, with a commitment of staff to a range of outreach activities. There
are strong, sustained relationships with industry with evidence of projects at
multiple stages from concept to commercialisation.

Recommendations:

Level | Recommendation Rationale
2 Work with the Faculty The Departmentis no longer able to resource
to identify additional some activities, e.g. Young Scientist and

supports for outreach Technology Exhibition.

and marketing, and the | Some activities seem to rely heavily on individual
need to staff initiatives.

coordinate/consolidate
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Level | Recommendation Rationale
outreach activities
across departments,
faculties and the
University.

2 Develop an outreach Given the importance of attracting students,
and recruitment some of the outreach activities (of which there
strategy that attracts are many great localised initiatives) should be
prospective students | centralised within Faculty/marketing to ensure
(regionally, nationally | consistent messaging and effective use of
and internationally) resources, and consistency/continuity of
and external contacts.
stakeholders to engage
with chemical
sciences.

2 Develop an outreach Utilising the alumni to exploit career

plan to engage alumni.

opportunities for the students as well as learning

about new upcoming manufacturing methods.
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11.  Summary of Commendations and Recommendations

11.1 Commendations

The QRG commends the following:

The Department prepared a very honest and reflective self-
assessment report, and their transparency and openness with the
ORG were very beneficial to its understanding of the Department.

The QRG congratulates the Department on their well-established
research activity, which is recognised as a jewel of the University.

The Department delivers education and research activities that are
relevant and important for regional economic development with high
employment rates of graduates in the region.

Experienced administrative and technical staff help with continuity of
institutional knowledge and support for teaching and research.

Dedicated teaching staff enhance student learning and educational
opportunities, balancing teaching, research and service demands
within their workloads.

The Department has effectively recruited research students and has
created collaborative communities for graduate student development
through structured and individual PhD programmes.

Students and staff value the deep learning that is afforded through co-
operative education experiences in terms of student growth in “sense
of self” and staff are dedicated to helping students apply those skills
in career-relevant Final Year Projects.

The Department is developing a strong plan for communication and
transparency around actions based on student feedback.

The QRG congratulates the Department on their Silver Athena Swan
award.

10.

The Department has an effective organisational structure which is
supported by committed, professional and responsive administrative
and technical staff.
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11.

The new Department committee structures are aligned with Faculty
and University committees as well as the strategic objectives of the
University.

12.

Technical staff provide excellent support for the program as evidenced
by student interviews.

13.

The Department provided strong evidence of modernisation of
assessment practices and program content, with ongoing review and
adaptation.

14.

Final student lecture assessment (TRUST) has come a full circle. Being
properly controlled and reviewed with feedback going back to the
student is very positive and will improve student satisfaction.

15.

The Final Year Project can be very beneficial to both the students,
research students and staff, and is a great opportunity for hands-on
learning in preparation for entry into the industry.

16.

The Department has effectively leveraged the Bernal Institute to
advance industry-supported research in exceptional internal
collaborative research communities. It has a high publication rate per
academic relative to Faculty output; and a high quality of publications
in the respective subject areas. It has an excellent cooperative nature
in shared labs, instrumentation and facilities were evident between
Pls.

17.

There is clear evidence of strong and supportive professional and
student support units, with a commitment of staff to a range of
outreach activities. There are strong, sustained relationships with
industry with evidence of projects at multiple stages from concept to
commercialisation.
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11.2 Recommendations

The QRG recommends the following:

Level 1 Recommendations

No. Recommendation Rationale

1. Develop a business case | The course and activities in the Department are
for the impact of research | resource-intensive and this is not reflected in the
active faculty on use of the current funding allocation of 1.0. The
education in advocacy for | cost of instruction and the value-added of hands-
better coverage of the on experiences should be assessed. The ways that
costs of instruction. the departmental Faculty use research funding to
Consider how delivery of support Final Year Projects should be accounted
lab-intensive modules in for.
service to other
programmes aligns with
the budget model.

2. Develop a forward- Identify hiring strategy and succession planning for
looking strategy for research and education leadership in key priority
succession planning for areas. Leverage research infrastructure to help
senior academics as they | attract faculty and reduce start-up costs.
approach retirement so Hiring can be aligned with the Bernal Institute to
that the strengths of the

. reduce start-up costs for new faculty.
Departmentin research
and securing research
income are not lost.

3. Review the funding of From a transparency perspective regarding the
Final Year Projects viathe | costs. Seek other sources of funding.

Pl budget.

4. Develop an outreach and | Given the importance of attracting students, some
recruitment strategy that | of the outreach activities (of which there are many
attracts prospective great localised initiatives) should be centralised
students (regionally, within Faculty/marketing to ensure consistent
nationally and messaging and effective use of resources, and
internationally) and consistency/continuity of contacts.
external stakeholders to
engage with chemical
sciences.

5. Consider the implicit If research is a high-priority outcome, consider
messaging set up by the enabling Faculty to put teaching and research time
workload allocation and letting the system calculate how much time
model. “is left” for service. How might you leverage
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No. Recommendation Rationale
modern tools such as Al to reduce time on tasks of
lower importance.

6. Research / technical staff | Please consider engagement with the RSC
career progression and Technician Commitment action plan.
recognition.

7. Mandate formalised Mandate formalised and structured training for
training for Graduate GTAs, leveraging experienced GTAs who may be
Teaching Assistants able to mentor new GTAs when possible. This will
(GTAs). build GTA self-efficacy when teaching and help

students have more confidence in the advice and
support.

GTAs play avital role in student learning.
Scheduling is centrally organised and this appears
to be impacting on the GTAs’ ability to deliver a
high level of service to the students.

8. Develop an outreach plan | Utilising the alumni to exploit career opportunities
to engage alumni. for the students as well as learn about new

upcoming manufacturing methods.

9. The PASS (Personal Students receive different experiences based on
Advisor Support System) | the probability of their advisor. Implementing a
does not appear to be peer engagement will help alleviate the pressure
formally or consistently on the advisor.
monitored and a peer
engagement strategy Student experiences vary significantly, with some
should be developed to students reporting regular engagement while
enhance student others report minimal or no contact.
support.

This inconsistency risks undermining the
effectiveness of PASS as a support mechanism
and may lead to inequity in the student experience.
Could introduce a peer opportunity to improve this
process.

10. | Work with senior There is a perception that the current model

management to review
the research component
of the workload allocation
model.

results in research not being adequately
counted/measured. Consider the implications of
having Faculty measure teaching and service
before research.
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Level 2 Recommendations

No. Recommendation Rationale

1. Enhance the lines of Observation was made that there was some lack of
communication with communication from support services to technical
institutional offices and staff, e.g. evidence was seen around a lack of
staff within the awareness that obtaining a master’s would lead to
Department. Research automatic promotion from technical officer to
and engage with an senior technical officer. Greater communication
appropriate national or could help both morale and retention of staff.
international
professional body’s
activities aimed at
supporting and
recognising technical
staff.

2. Highlight the benefits of Ensuring that the students are aware of the benefits
post-graduate education. | of a PhD and other graduate avenues before

coming into the final year, by incorporating alumni’s
experience.

3. The Class Representative | The class representative can be a very valuable
role and responsibilities | communication conduit both upwards to
should be reviewed. management and downwards to students. The

roles and responsibility appear unclear. This may
be a university-wide opportunity to improve an
already existing system, which could add great
value for the university internally and externally.

4, Assist new students in The transition for students from Secondary school
their transition to college | to University can be very challenging in terms of the
and the enhanced students' understanding and engagement in their
requirements for learning ownership. The Department should
ownership of their develop and/or refine educational modules to
learning. deepen knowledge on learning styles, the rationale

for the modules in career preparation, and on the
need for students to take greater ownership of their
learning process.

5. Introduce formalised and | While there is an institutional framework for TA
mandatory training for training, it is not fully implemented. There would be
Training Assistants (TAs) | a benefit to introducing a similar framework for
and Class Reps. Class Reps.

6. Give timely feedback to A focus towards enhanced communication could

the student body in the
format of a ‘You said —we
did’.

help the student body believe that they are listened
to when issues are raised, along with preventing
misunderstanding. Both could help improve
student satisfaction.
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No. Recommendation Rationale

7. Improve engagement of Many of the research activities are reliant on data
technical staffin from advanced instrumentation. The quality of this
research activities. data has a large impact on research output.

8. Provide clarity on the The Bernal Institute has significant research
support available from resources that could be better harnessed to
the Bernal Institute. develop research programmes in CSD.

9. Work with the Facultyto | The Departmentis no longer able to resource some

identify additional
supports for outreach
and marketing, and the
need to
coordinate/consolidate
outreach activities
across departments,
faculties and the
University.

activities, e.g. Young Scientist and Technology
Exhibition.

Some activities seem to rely heavily on individual
staff initiatives.
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12. Membership of Department of Chemical Sciences Quality Team

JJ Leahy

Full Professor and Head of Department

Edmond Magner

Full Professor and Chair, Department Quality Team

Peter Davern

Associate Professor A, Environmental Sciences Course
Director

Teresa Curtin

Professor

Kieran McGourty

Associate Professor A, Industrial Biochemistry Course
Director

Italo Pisano

Chief Technical Officer

Michael Ryan

Associate Professor B

Ciara Tuohy Exécutive Administrator
Gary Walsh Full Professor
Hugh Geaney Associate Professor A, Biological and Chemical Sciences

Course Director

Katie Mullane

Senior Administrator

Tewfik Soulimane

Full Professor
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