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1 Introduction

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 Description of Unit

The Department of Physics (DoP) is a compact yet dynamic academic unit within the
Faculty of S&E. In the academic year 2023/24, the DoP comprised 13 academic staff;
five professional, managerial and support (PMS) staff (four technical staff and one
administrator); 12 research staff; and 23 postgraduate students. In the same year, the
DoP delivered teaching to over 1,500 students. Organisationally, the department
operates under a flat hierarchy led by a Head of Department (HoD) and supported by
course directors and module leaders, who oversee programme delivery and curriculum
coherence.

The DoP is physically distributed across two buildings — teaching laboratories and
offices are concentrated in the Main Building along with some research labs while other
research labs and offices are in the Bernal Institute. Governance is facilitated through

regular departmental meetings, a Course Board Committee, and a range of
subcommittees focused on areas such as safety, equipment and outreach.
Membership within the department reflects a diverse and interdisciplinary profile.
Details on the department structure can be found in chapter 2.

The DoP offers internationally recognised undergraduate and postgraduate programmes
in applied physics and a master’s and postgraduate diploma (PGDip) in energy science
and engineering. It also jointly offers undergraduate programmes in mathematics and
physics and in physical science education with either chemistry or biology and a PGDip
in teaching physics. In addition, the DoP teaches various physics subjects to non-
physicists. Chapter 3 provides more details on these programmes.

Teaching in the DoP combines traditional lectures, tutorials and labs with flexible,
student-centred approaches such as blended learning, active problem-solving and
inquiry-based methods. Modules follow an ECTS (European Credit Transfer and
Accumulation System) six-credit structure with approximately 25 contact hours per
week, and assessments include final exams, online quizzes and project work. Staff
maintain open-door policies, and final-year projects and Co-op placements are central
to the curriculum. Student feedback on teaching (as detailed in chapter 4, section
4.5.3) consistently indicates high levels of satisfaction.

The DoP is involved in a wide range of cutting-edge research and innovation
programmes funded by national and European agencies as well as small, medium and
large companies located in Ireland and abroad. In addition to its own laboratory facility,
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the department has direct access to the state-of-the-art facilities of the Bernal Institute.
Ten DoP academics are members of the Bernal Institute. The DoP also participates in
interdisciplinary research centres such as the Limerick Digital Cancer Research Centre,
AMPEIRE (battery research), SSPC (pharmaceuticals), IPIC (photonics) and CURAM
(medical devices). Chapter 5 provides details on the department’s research.

The DoP is the Republic of Ireland’s first recipient of an Athena Swan Silver Award (UL
Publicity) and the only ROl department awarded Institute of Physics Juno Champion
status. UL was the first university in Ireland to receive the Athena Swan Silver Award
Ireland, which relied in part on the department award. Athena Swan is an equality
charter framework and accreditation scheme that recognises and celebrates good
practices in higher education and research institutions towards the advancement of
gender equality through representation, progression and success.

The DoP leads excellent outreach programmes such as SOPHia (Science Outreach to
Promote Physics). Its very strong international teaching and research network across
the world was built through numerous formal international and bilateral contracts and
exchange agreements with top academic institutions in Europe, North America, China,
India and Bangladesh.

3 Panel Membership

Role of Chair: Professor Reimund Gerhard, Emeritus Professor, University of Potsdam,
Brandenburg, Germany.

Reimund Gerhard (born 31 May 1952 in Heidelberg) is a German applied physicist and
university professor.

He graduated from the Technical University of Darmstadt as Diplom-Physiker (Dipl.-Phys.) in
1978 and was a post-graduate research student with Prof. Martin M. Perlman (1930-2013)
for one year (1978/79) at Collége Militaire Royal in St-Jean, Québec, Canada. In 1984, he
obtained his Doktor-Ingenieur (Dr.-Ing.) degree with Prof. Gerhard M. Sessler at the Technical

University of Darmstadt.

From 1985 until 1994, Reimund Gerhard was scientist and project manager at the Heinrich-
Hertz-Institut fuer Nachrichtentechnik Berlin in the department led by Prof. Gerhard Mabhler.
In 1994 and 1996, he was appointed university professor for sensorics and for applied
condensed-matter physics, respectively, of the University of Potsdam. From 1997 until 2000,
Reimund Gerhard served as founding director of the newly formed institute of physics and
astronomy, from 2002 to 2006 as chair of the faculty council, from 2006 to 2008 as vice
dean, and from 2008 to 2012 as dean of the large faculty of science at his university.

Between 2004 and 2012, he chaired the joint board of the master-of-science program in


https://www.ul.ie/limerick-dcrc
https://www.ul.ie/research/ampeire
https://sspc.ie/
https://www.ipic.ie/
https://curamdevices.ie/
https://www.ul.ie/news/ul-continues-to-lead-the-way-in-gender-equality-with-first-irish-athena-swan-silver-award
https://www.ul.ie/news/ul-continues-to-lead-the-way-in-gender-equality-with-first-irish-athena-swan-silver-award
https://2babfe40442be0ef9414f316b599101bb48a26ef-m.proxy1.startpage.com/hsp/bjefqjljx/of/ST/mRLD2Shma5jQeG6BIxzLRasQ/wiki/SURFLYROOT/wiki/Heidelberg?SURFLY=T?SURFLYFRAMEORIGIN=https://en.wikipedia.org
https://2babfe40442be0ef9414f316b599101bb48a26ef-m.proxy1.startpage.com/hsp/bjefqjljx/of/ST/mRLD2Shma5jQeG6BIxzLRasQ/wiki/SURFLYROOT/wiki/Technische_Universit%C3%A4t_Darmstadt?SURFLY=T?SURFLYFRAMEORIGIN=https://en.wikipedia.org
https://2babfe40442be0ef9414f316b599101bb48a26ef-m.proxy1.startpage.com/hsp/bjefqjljx/of/ST/mRLD2Shma5jQeG6BIxzLRasQ/wiki/SURFLYROOT/wiki/Diplom?SURFLY=T?SURFLYFRAMEORIGIN=https://en.wikipedia.org
https://2babfe40442be0ef9414f316b599101bb48a26ef-m.proxy1.startpage.com/hsp/bjefqjljx/of/ST/mRLD2Shma5jQeG6BIxzLRasQ/wiki/SURFLYROOT/wiki/Physicist?SURFLY=T?SURFLYFRAMEORIGIN=https://en.wikipedia.org
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fen.wikipedia.org%2Fwiki%2FUniversity_of_Potsdam&data=05%7C02%7CRuth.Corless%40ul.ie%7Cf8d056d912d94fe7297608ddbfc8caf4%7C0084b9243ab4411692519939f695e54c%7C0%7C0%7C638877591345416178%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=5m12Z6kK2ZMi6gsH2dNJ6D%2BiNlozze6%2BbRtpEDbTtBY%3D&reserved=0

QRG Report, Department of Physics

polymer science at the four public universities with science faculties in Berlin (FU, HU, TU)
and Potsdam. From 2014 until 2016, he was a member of the university senate in Potsdam.

He has undertaken visiting appointments at Bell Laboratories in Murray Hill, NJ, USA (1981,
1982, 1983), at the Tongji University in Shanghai, China (1987 and 1989), at the Ecole
Normal Supérieure (ENS) in Cachan, France (1995/96 and 2014/15), at the University of Sdo
Paulo (USP) in S3o Carlos, Brazil (1999, 2005-06, 2012), at the Ecole Supérieure de Physique
et de Chimie Industrielles (ESPCI) in Paris, France (1999), at the Hebrew University of
Jerusalem, Israel (HUJI) (2013), at the Xi'an Jiaotong University (XJTU) in Xi'an, China (2015,
2017, 2019), and at Chongging University in Chongging, China (2018 and 2019). Since his
official retirement from the University of Potsdam in 2018/2019, he is also a scientific

advisor and guest professor at the Technical University of Berlin (TUB).

Reimund Gerhard served as Secretary of the 5th IEEE International Symposium on Electrets
(ISE) in Heidelberg (1985), co-chair of the 7th International Symposium on Electrets in Berlin
(1991), chair of the 10th IEEE International Conference on Solid Dielectrics (ICSD) in Potsdam
(2010) and chair of the 2nd International Conference on Electromechanically Active
Polymers (EuroEAP) in Potsdam (2012). He was the vice president for technical activities and
for administration of the IEEE Dielectrics and Electrical Insulation Society (DEIS) in 2007—
2008 and 2014-2015 + 2016-2017, respectively. From January 2018 through December 2019
he served as president of the DEIS. He continues to be an expert reviewer for the European
Science Foundation (ESF), the National Science Foundation (NSF) in the U.S., the Deutsche
Forschungsgemeinschaft (DFG), the Alexander-von-Humboldt (AvH) foundation, the German
Academic Exchange Service (DAAD), etc., as well as a referee for several international
scientific and technical journals.

His research portfolio includes polymer electrets with quasi-permanent space charge, ferro-

or piezoelectrets, ferroelectric polymers with piezo- and pyroelectric properties, polymer

composites with novel property combinations, electrically deformable dielectric elastomers

(sometimes also called "electro-electrets"), space charge and dipole polarization and its
spatial distributions in dielectrics, as well as space-charge effects in high-voltage dielectrics
and the physics of musical instruments.

Awards and Honours

- Student fellowship of the Studienstiftung des Deutschen Volkes (1974-1979) including
a one-year stay in Canada

- ITG Award of the Informationstechnische Gesellschaft im VDE (1988)

- Silver medal as young scientist of the foundation Werner-von-Siemens-Ring (1989)

- (Life) Fellow of the Institute of Electrical and Electronics Engineers (IEEE) (1992)

- Technology-Transfer Award of the Technologie-Stiftung Brandenburg (2001)

- (Life) Fellow of the American Physical Society (APS) (2011)
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https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fen.wikipedia.org%2Fwiki%2FElectret&data=05%7C02%7CRuth.Corless%40ul.ie%7Cf8d056d912d94fe7297608ddbfc8caf4%7C0084b9243ab4411692519939f695e54c%7C0%7C0%7C638877591345641523%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=epkE32hvYFUvWtZImzn6fwACDxWjej%2BDIkePGnFJfZg%3D&reserved=0
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fen.wikipedia.org%2Fwiki%2FSpace_charge&data=05%7C02%7CRuth.Corless%40ul.ie%7Cf8d056d912d94fe7297608ddbfc8caf4%7C0084b9243ab4411692519939f695e54c%7C0%7C0%7C638877591345664861%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=MsYZF64mVcr2GgxJyZFxJV9q6ICokr%2Bi63r1Qq0KLcY%3D&reserved=0
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fen.wikipedia.org%2Fwiki%2FFerroelectret&data=05%7C02%7CRuth.Corless%40ul.ie%7Cf8d056d912d94fe7297608ddbfc8caf4%7C0084b9243ab4411692519939f695e54c%7C0%7C0%7C638877591345686414%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=cyXceKAwDlr2Up7kxDAjFLPlqSopUodIbqQEdryN324%3D&reserved=0
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fen.wikipedia.org%2Fwiki%2FFerroelectret&data=05%7C02%7CRuth.Corless%40ul.ie%7Cf8d056d912d94fe7297608ddbfc8caf4%7C0084b9243ab4411692519939f695e54c%7C0%7C0%7C638877591345686414%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=cyXceKAwDlr2Up7kxDAjFLPlqSopUodIbqQEdryN324%3D&reserved=0
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fen.wikipedia.org%2Fwiki%2FFerroelectricity&data=05%7C02%7CRuth.Corless%40ul.ie%7Cf8d056d912d94fe7297608ddbfc8caf4%7C0084b9243ab4411692519939f695e54c%7C0%7C0%7C638877591345703863%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=3aGCnkCH8lyB4FdTnT6zK0r0WTGXZ00%2B1PsVOfQ2TN4%3D&reserved=0
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fen.wikipedia.org%2Fwiki%2FPiezoelectricity&data=05%7C02%7CRuth.Corless%40ul.ie%7Cf8d056d912d94fe7297608ddbfc8caf4%7C0084b9243ab4411692519939f695e54c%7C0%7C0%7C638877591345720207%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=gEQ87mdZbMmK0oivxPaRlIGAA3yR5p7repzlOtu7ulM%3D&reserved=0
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fen.wikipedia.org%2Fwiki%2FPyroelectricity&data=05%7C02%7CRuth.Corless%40ul.ie%7Cf8d056d912d94fe7297608ddbfc8caf4%7C0084b9243ab4411692519939f695e54c%7C0%7C0%7C638877591345736862%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=qs9kF9LwTHMKD5TyVSQZxiIzmtx74hD4y%2BTSeQgfdOM%3D&reserved=0
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fen.wikipedia.org%2Fwiki%2FDielectric_elastomers&data=05%7C02%7CRuth.Corless%40ul.ie%7Cf8d056d912d94fe7297608ddbfc8caf4%7C0084b9243ab4411692519939f695e54c%7C0%7C0%7C638877591345753182%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=p%2F7ETFWTakZIa9%2FsNWyS0i5eqe70qEfnpJ%2F0h68g8Ck%3D&reserved=0
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Studienstiftung
http://www.ts-bb.org/
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—Whitehead Memorial Lecture of the IEEE Conference on Electrical Insulation and
Dielectric Phenomena (CEIDP) (2014)

- Bernhard Gross Memorial Lecture, 16th IEEE International Symposium on Electrets
(ISE), Leuven, Belgium (September 2017)

- Eric O. Forster Distinguished Service Award, IEEE Dielectrics and Electrical Insulation
Society (2023)

Role of Senior Peer: Professor Michael Wiibbenhorst, Editor-in-Chief IEEE-TDEI,
Department of Physics and Astronomy, KU Leuven, Belgium

Dr. Michael Wiibbenhorst was born in Stendal, Germany in 1958. He received his Master and
Ph.D. degrees in physics from the University of Leipzig in 1985 and 1989 respectively. In
1990, he joined the Delft University of Technology in The Netherlands as a post-doctoral
researcher. In 1995, he became an assistant professor in the polymer group at TU Delft.
From his position as associate professor (2004) he moved to Belgium where he was
appointed at the KU Leuven as professor of experimental soft matter physics in 2005.
Between 2014 and 2021 he was head of the Laboratory for Soft Matter and Biophysics
(formerly Acoustics and Thermal Physics, ATF). Since 2024 he has been Professor emeritus
with duties at the same research unit.

His research interests cover various areas of soft matter physics, which include glass forming
materials and complex liquids, functional polymers and nanocomposites, organic and
zeolite-based guest-host systems, polar dielectrics as well as liquid crystals and molecular
crystals. To study molecular relaxations and polymer dynamics, he uses standard Broadband
Dielectric Spectroscopy (BDS) and chip-based nanocalorimetry along with dedicated
techniques such as BDS using dielectric probes, combining dielectric spectroscopy with
Organic Molecular Beam Deposition (OMBD) and on ultra-thin, freely standing polymer
films. Achievements in the field of polarity related phenomena like pyro- and ferroelectricity
comprise the development of Scanning Pyroelectric Microscopy (SPEM) and Pyroelectric
Depth Profiling (LIMM) with unmatched (nm) spatial resolution. Current research themes
involve ultra-stable, vapor deposited glasses, glass transition dynamics in nano-confined
systems, proton conducting ionic liquids and plastic crystals as well as supramolecular
polymers.

He has published more than 230 scientific papers (202 WOS), 6 book chapters and two
edited books that have resulted in more than (in WOS) 6282 citations and an h-index of 44
(GS: 8639 citations and h=53). Regarding presentations he has given so far more than 100
invited lectures at international conferences or seminars abroad. He has guided about 25
PhD students (13 as official supervisor), he is currently supervising 3 PhD students and has
been member or chairman of >80 PhD committees.

Professor Wiibbenhorst has organized several international symposia and workshops, among
them two major “community” symposia as a chairman in Delft (3rd International Conference
on Broadband Dielectric Spectroscopy and its Applications, BDS2004) and Leuven (16th
International Symposium on Electrets, ISE16), as well as the ENFI 2019 (local organizer and
guest editor for the issue “Engineering of Functional Interfaces” in Physica Status Solidi A).
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Regarding scientific awards and recognitions, he has received a recognition of the IEEE DEIS
for acknowledging his role as symposium chair of the ISE16 (2017). In 2017 he received the
Distinguished Scientist Award of the Nano and Molecular Society of India, NMS, and in the
past 12 years, more than 10 young researcher prizes were received by PhD students and
post-docs under his supervision. In 2025, he was awarded the Bernhard Gross Memorial
Lecturer at the 20th International Symposium on Electrets in Matsue, Japan.

Michael Wilbbenhorst is currently member of the German Physical Society (DPG), the
American Chemical Society (ACS), and the Institute of Electrical and Electronics Engineers
(IEEE) and the Dielectrics and Electrical Insulation Society (DEIS). He is a board member of
the International Dielectric Society (IDS) and serves in the scientific advisory committees of
various international conferences. Regarding editorial work, he has been Guest Editor and
Associate Editor for The Journal of Non-Crystalline Solids and the IEEE Transactions on
Dielectrics and Electrical Insulation (TDEI). Since 2021 he is Editor-in-Chief of the IEEE-TDEI (6
issues/year, > 300 papers/year, IF: 3.1). In this role he guides a team of more than 30
associate editors and senior editors.

Role of Senior Peer: Dr Francesca Primas, Full Astronomer, European Southern
Observatory, Munich, Germany

Francesca earned a master’s degree in physics at the University of Trieste (Italy), with a
thesis in stellar astrophysics, under the supervision of Prof. Margherita Hack and Dr. Paolo
Molaro. She then obtained her PhD in Astrophysics from University of La Sapienza (Rome,
Italy), carrying out the entire research project in the USA, at the University of Chicago, where
she then stayed on for her first post-doctoral position.

In 1997, she was awarded an ESO Fellowship, at the end of which she became User Support
Astronomer for the new high-resolution spectroscopic instruments at the ESO Very Large
Telescope (UVES and FLAMES). She then became the Head of the User Support Department,
which she led for more than 8 years. Since 2015, she has been in the Observing Programmes
Office within ESO Directorate for Science, where she is involved in the peer review process of
telescope time requests and its associated science policy aspects. She is also the main
responsible for the Observing Programmes Committee, and she is Project Scientist of the
Phase 1 project, that has the goal of upgrading all interfaces for the preparation, submission
and evaluation of telescope time requests. Alongside, she chaired the ESO Faculty for two
terms in a row (2012-2018) and she was first a member and then the chair of the ESO
Scientific Personnel Committee, responsible for the evaluation of scientific portfolios of new
hires, contract extensions and promotions to tenure. Science-wise, she is an observational
astrophysicist interested in unravelling the formation and evolution of the Milky Way and its
satellite galaxies via their chemical histories.

Francesca is also well-known for her commitment and active engagement in the promotion
of women in astrophysics and against gender biases in STEM. She has chaired the
International Astronomical Union Working Group on Women in Astronomy, she has been a
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member of the ISC project “The Gender Gap in the Natural Sciences”, and all along she has
helped setting up committees and discussion groups on diversity and inclusion, both inside
and outside ESO, including one for the EIROForum. In recent years, she has been nominated
Fellow of the International Science Council, and she has completed and released the Astro
Voices project, a series of videos celebrating female astronomers and students from around
the world, giving them a “voice” to share their passion for astronomy. In 2023, her EDI
efforts were fully recognized as she became the opening recipient of the ASP Nancy Grace
Roman Award.

Role of Employer Representative: David Richardson, Chief Technology Officer and
Head of Research and Development, El Electronics, Shannon, Co Clare

David has a B.Sc. in Applied Physics and a PhD in the area of Materials Science, both from
University of Limerick.

David joined Ei Electronics as Chemical and Sensor Technologist in August 2015. He was
promoted to the position of Senior Technologist in April 2018. In this capacity, in addition to
his primary role in sensor development, he has had a technology leadership and advisory
role across all R&D projects.

He has numerous publications to his name across a wide range of topics. David also has a
Masters’s degree in Technology Management from the University of Galway.

In his role, David will have responsibility for developing and implementing the Group’s
overall technology strategy in line with the business objectives. He will drive product
innovation and R&D initiatives, staying abreast of emerging technologies and industry
trends. He is tasked with continuing the proud tradition of innovation and technological
leadership of Ei within our industry.

Role of Student Representative: Mr Robert Guest, Postgraduate Research Student,
Department of Chemical Sciences, University of Limerick

Robert graduated from the University of Limerick with a BSc in Applied Physics in 2023,
achieving a 1:1 honour degree and a final QCA of 3.9. Robert is currently pursuing
postgraduate research in the Chemical Sciences Department of the University of Limerick
under Prof Sarah Guerin. Robert has spent an extensive amount of time on voluntary
committees, much of which was in a leadership position. Robert collaborates well with
others and is self-motivated, hardworking, and goal orientated.

Role of Internal Representative: Professor JJ Leahy, Head of Department of Chemical
Sciences, University of Limerick
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Prof JJ Leahy is currently a full professor and Head of the Dept. of Chemical Sciences at the
University of Limerick where he is involved in teaching, curriculum development and
research in the area of waste management and renewable energy.

He currently heads a research group consisting of chemists and chemical engineers that is
focused on chemical technologies for biofuels and biorefining from wastes with particular
interests in:

- Identifying the optimum thermochemical route (gasification, pyrolysis), and;
chemical hydrolysis route for the production of chemicals and second-generation
transport fuel from bio-waste.

- Using laboratory and; pilot scale processing facilities to test and; optimise the yield of
selected product from characterised feedstocks. The goal will be to develop novelty
through optimising the process variables for particular feedstocks or products.

- Develop and test catalysts/chemical processes for the production of and upgrading
bio-oil.

- Develop state of the art pre-treatment processes, that will enable rapid and
environmentally benign procedures for hydrolysis of the carbohydrate components in
lignocellulosic materials.

- Demonstrate the feasibility of producing bio syngas and develop and test
catalysts/chemical processes for production of alcohol or diesel fuels

He has a strong research background in applied biofuels research and has forged strong links
with major and small stakeholders with the biofuels industry nationally. This collaboration
with industry has led to two start-up biofuels companies in themed-west region. This
research record is reflected in both a publication record in international journals and a
demonstrated ability to attract funding from industry as well as national and international
funding agencies. He plays a key role in several major EC funded and National projects
bioenergy, biofuels and biorefineries. A major strength of the candidate is his ability to foster
and develop collaborations with Universities and Research Institutes engaged in research in
renewable energy both at national and EU level. This will be important both in providing a
strong platform for the University of Limerick to increase its profile nationally in the energy
space and to create a profile with significant international impact.

He has published more than 190 scientific papers, 6 book chapters that have resulted in
more than 8319 citations (in Scopus), and an h-index of 52 (GS: 11181 citations and h=59).
He has co-ordinated 6 EU major research consortium projects across pillars 1, 2 and 3 of EU
research programmes, as well as participating in more than 20. He is currently the scientific
lead for 1 national industry-university cross institution research centre. He has supervised 33
PhD students, is currently supervising 4 PhD students, and is mentoring 4 post-doctoral
research fellows.

Role of Recording Secretary: Matthew Hurley, Technical Writer

10
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Matthew is an experienced consultant and education professional with a strong background
in quality assurance and enhancement across diverse institutional contexts within the
further and higher education (FE/HE) sectors.

Since 2023, he has worked with the team at Microsoft Ireland Dream Space in roles across
quality assurance and the academic registry, promoting academic standards and academic
integrity, overseeing the operation of Academic Registry functions, and overseeing the
guality assurance system and its implementation and promotion.

Matthew also has significant experience as a Report Writer and Panel Member on QQl
quality assurance and programme (re)validation evaluations, having participated in over 60
panel events for a variety of public and private FE and HE providers and authored over 80
reports, all of which are published and publicly available on the QQl website.

As a consultant, Matthew has a varied and substantial portfolio of experience, working on
and supporting projects including: the External Evaluation of National RPL in Higher
Education Project (2024-25), the Periodic Review of MSc Portfolio, Nottingham University
Business School (2024), the development of integrated award standards for Business, Levels
5-9 (2023), the review of access, transfer and progression practice in Ireland (2023), and the
Thematic and System-Level Analysis of the Higher Education Institution Annual Quality

Reports (2023).

Matthew holds an MPhil in Linguistics from Trinity College Dublin.
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https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.qqi.ie%2Fsites%2Fdefault%2Ffiles%2F2024-08%2Fqqi-integrated-award-standards-for-business-levels-5-9_0.pdf&data=05%7C02%7CDeclan.Byrnes%40ul.ie%7Ca66f34425ff24cf0405f08de3c08babe%7C0084b9243ab4411692519939f695e54c%7C0%7C0%7C639014205522459185%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=8KdrwcXpOu2YBCWVkXmOKSRyYjHptO3Z8Ej%2F7A2v4Y4%3D&reserved=0
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.qqi.ie%2Fsites%2Fdefault%2Ffiles%2F2024-08%2Fqqi-integrated-award-standards-for-business-levels-5-9_0.pdf&data=05%7C02%7CDeclan.Byrnes%40ul.ie%7Ca66f34425ff24cf0405f08de3c08babe%7C0084b9243ab4411692519939f695e54c%7C0%7C0%7C639014205522459185%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=8KdrwcXpOu2YBCWVkXmOKSRyYjHptO3Z8Ej%2F7A2v4Y4%3D&reserved=0
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.qqi.ie%2Fsites%2Fdefault%2Ffiles%2F2023-11%2F2023-review-of-the-landscape-of-practice-supporting-atp-in-irish-education-and-training_0.pdf&data=05%7C02%7CDeclan.Byrnes%40ul.ie%7Ca66f34425ff24cf0405f08de3c08babe%7C0084b9243ab4411692519939f695e54c%7C0%7C0%7C639014205522470585%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=Pg89a%2BctEHZRQCcTr2bOpjB3v1mJm9PhqtF%2Bm7IHZQA%3D&reserved=0
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.qqi.ie%2Fsites%2Fdefault%2Ffiles%2F2023-10%2Fquality-in-irish-higher-education-institutions.pdf&data=05%7C02%7CDeclan.Byrnes%40ul.ie%7Ca66f34425ff24cf0405f08de3c08babe%7C0084b9243ab4411692519939f695e54c%7C0%7C0%7C639014205522482025%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=%2FoOL3CYljQugheEaNXu554AUpdJA1LZCI8POspMXYWo%3D&reserved=0
https://eur03.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.qqi.ie%2Fsites%2Fdefault%2Ffiles%2F2023-10%2Fquality-in-irish-higher-education-institutions.pdf&data=05%7C02%7CDeclan.Byrnes%40ul.ie%7Ca66f34425ff24cf0405f08de3c08babe%7C0084b9243ab4411692519939f695e54c%7C0%7C0%7C639014205522482025%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=%2FoOL3CYljQugheEaNXu554AUpdJA1LZCI8POspMXYWo%3D&reserved=0
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4  Preliminary Comments of the Quality Review Group

In advance of the site visit, the QRG conducted a desk review of the documentation with
aview to completing a pre-visit summary of initial findings. These findings were
recorded in a single document and were aligned to the same six headings that comprise
Chapters 5 to 10 of this report. Each member of the QRG was assigned to one or more
sections, ensuring responsibility for the thoroughness and completeness of the review
was spread across the group. The QRG also convened twice prior to the site visit, once
at a brief, introductory session and a second time to exchange preliminary findings
based on the desk review.

The QRG found evidence of a strong team spirit and high motivation to collaborate, as
well as a strong commitment to equality, diversity and inclusion (EDI). The Department’s
programmes showed high retention rates and positive reception among students and
industry stakeholders. Also apparent was the focus on student well-being through the
development of an inclusive environment, guidance and support services, and an open-
door policy. Research was seen to be highly interdisciplinary and collaborative
nationally and internationally, with a good level of external funding.

At the same time, the QRG observed risks and concerns associated with potential staff
workload, departmental cohesion, outdated teaching labs (and lack of success at
achieving capital funding for lab improvements), and lack of lab space. The QRG also
wished to explore the Department’s relationship with the Bernal Institute, succession
planning practices, programme content, generative artificial intelligence (GenAl),
research funding, and formal supports for PhD students.

Over a three-day period, the QRG had an opportunity to meet with representatives at all
levels of Departmental and Faculty management, as well as with external stakeholders
and current students and graduates from three programmes that were subject to review
in parallel with the review of the DoP. The QRG appreciated that willingness of
representatives to engage in robust and sometimes challenging discussions with the
QRG which ultimately proved highly insightful. Moreover, the QRG recognised the lively,
motivating, diverse and human-centred atmosphere in the Department and among
Department staff. In particular, intrinsic motivation and collaboration among staff was
evident, as was the high-quality output in teaching and research.

The following chapters detail the QRG’s findings following the site visit.
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5 Findings on Departmental Strategy and Alignment with University Policies

The QRG recognises the ambition of the DoP and particularly its position as a national
leader in EDI, having been the first University department in Ireland to achieve an
Athena Swan Silver Award. The DoP also has strong historic involvement in IOP EDI
initiatives, e.g. the Conference for Undergraduate and non-Binary Physicists, CUWIiP+,
and is a recipient of the IOP EDI award. A strong team spirit and high motivation to
collaborate were also observed, which will no doubt serve to enable the achievement of
the Department’s mission and goals. The QRG was particularly pleased to learn of the
positive perception of the programme among current and former students, as well as
from industry stakeholders and external funding and accreditation bodies, who highly
regard applied physics graduates as integral for maintaining these industries within the
region. This had been apparent from the documentation and was subsequently
reinforced during the site visit (Commendation 1).

As a Department, the DoP endeavours “To inspire minds, advance knowledge and lead
innovations in physics”, a mission which is supported by six core goals. All staff play a
role in realising these goals, and the DoP’s quality assurance framework underpins the
work that is done in respect of this.

It emerged through discussions during the site visit that the DoP has been experiencing
a sizable and sudden reduction of allocated funds. The extent of this apparent deficit
became evident following a change in the allocation and calculation model of
departmental budgets and a change in the FTE (full-time equivalent) model for
departments undertaking teaching and training in experimental science and
engineering. Though awareness of the deficit is relatively recent, hypothetical
retroactive application of the current calculation model to previous years shows that it
seems to have been sustained across multiple years, nonetheless. This deficit, the
resulting underfunding, its implications, and its potential consequences became a
leading concern for the QRG.

The QRG is cognisant that the DoP cannot address its underfunding issues without
direct, strategic input and support from the University. Senior Faculty and University
management expressed verbal support for the DoP during discussions with the QRG,
but change can only be affected where action is taken. Furthermore, acknowledgment
of budgetary constraints and ongoing deficits is critical, as is a willingness by the
Department of Physics to work with University and Faculty management to understand
the budget, the apparent drastic increases in the overhead, the resulting drastic
reductions in the allocated funds, and any apparent deficit. To this end,

Recommendation 1
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Itis recommended that the DoP seek University support for the modification of
the FTE model to reflect the requirements and costs of delivering successful
experimental programmes.

Recommendation 2

Itis recommended that the Head of Department work with the University to
understand the Departmental budget and make changes as needed and as
appropriate.

Recommendation 3

Itis recommended that the Department's financial situation and its potential
consequences are better clarified in future Departmental review reports (DSAR),
so that persistentissues in this regard (e.g. apparent deficits) and the measures
in place to address these are highlighted.

One root cause of this deficit is simply too few students when compared with
departmental expenditure on salaries (93%) and recurrent costs (7%). This low intake is
particularly evident in the student to staff ratios, which did, however, significantly
improve over the last decade. They are still some of the lowest within the Faculty of
Science & Engineering at an average of 16.3 over the period 2020/21 to 2024/25 (during
and right after the pandemic), and 17.5in 2024/25. Nevertheless these are significantly
higher than the student to staff ratios of peer physics departments in the UK where the
median for 44 Universities is 10.6 and values above 14 are outliers (Best UK universities
for physics — league table | University guide | The Guardian). A complex combination of
internal and external factors was identified as contributing to this, including:

External

e The societal perception and stereotypes around physics and physics
programmes, and the low visibility of career pathways which can stem from
study in this area.

e Inconsistent information provision and varying levels of guidance for students at
second level to pursue physics at third level.

e The lack of incentive among post-primary students to select physics as part of
their Leaving Certificate curriculum as it is not necessarily a prerequisite to other
popular programmes like Engineering. This is not to downplay the rise in CAO
points in recent years, however, which reflects steady interest in the DoP’s
physics programmes.
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Internal

e The change from a 6-module programme structure to a 5-module structure,
around 2009/10.

e Aperceived partial hesitance by the DoP to engage in service teaching.

e The arguably prohibitive narrow subject entry requirements for DoP programmes.

e Potential limitations with regard to elective options in certain sub-disciplines
(e.g. astrophysics), which may dissuade applicants with niche interests.

e The lack of incentive for graduates of the BSc to progress to the MSc due to
module overlap.

At present, programmes across the University are designed under a structural
framework of 5 modules each worth 6 ECTS credits. This is expected to change in the
coming years to 6 modules each worth 5 ECTS credits, which is more closely aligned
with the structure applied in other Irish universities. Discussions with staff involved in
the management and delivery of two programmes within this suite, the BSc in Applied
Physics and the MSc in Applied Physics, highlighted the benefits and drawbacks of such
a transition. On the one hand, an additional module will allow students to explore
specialist pathways (e.g. astrophysics) that are not available under the current
framework. On the other hand, introducing an additional module to be completed
within the same timeframe as is currently in operation would require compensation
through a reduction in the notional learner effort hours of other modules from 150 to
125 hours, approximately. Staff support for the revised structure appears positive
nonetheless, and the Panel endorses the strategic potential that may come from this. To
this end,

Recommendation 4

Itis recommended that the DoP continue to work with the University to
progress the transition from a 5-module structure to a 6-module structure as
efficiently as possible and at the earliest opportunity.

More proactive engagement with other departments in respect of service teaching
opportunities will become a critical reality. The QRG recognises the value that service
teaching will present in terms of expanding the recognition of the DoP and its
programmes, as well as the physical number of students taking DoP modules. Caution
is advised, however, to ensure that this engagement is meaningful and sustainable and
appropriately reflects the needs of the respective departments. Service teaching will
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also require more efficient and sustainable operation of labs, and strategic emphasis on
the development of lab facilities. The QRG notes that funding applications for Devolved
Capital Grants have, so far, been unsuccessful, resulting in the slow or hindered
refurbishment of laboratory facilities which are important in terms of supporting
improved student outcomes as well as in promoting the modernity of the DoP. It is
therefore imperative that other funding opportunities be identified in conjunction with
the University and local industrial stakeholders, while strengthening efforts to secure
Devolved Capital Grant funding. In respect of the issues identified above,

Recommendation 5

Itis recommended that the DoP seek out opportunities to expand its level of
service teaching, and that support and buy-in for these efforts is sought at
Faculty and University level. Further to this, itis recommended that:

(a) The DoP work with the University to secure funding and sustainable
support for the development and operation of laboratory facilities to
facilitate improved education of graduates.

(b) The DoP Equipment and Space committee make a concentrated effort to
put together a number of strong applications to apply for Devolved
Capital Grant funding.

(c) The DoP (Space and Equipment Committee) work with local industrial
stakeholders to secure funding for the development of laboratory
facilities to facilitate improved education of graduates.

The QRG sought to understand how the DoP is working to proactively increase the
promotion of its programmes, of the University as a destination for prospective learners,
and indeed of physics more broadly. Representatives highlighted the SOPHia outreach
project which aims to increase familiarity with physics and physics career pathways
among primary and post-primary students and their parents and has been seenas a
particularly valuable asset in these efforts (Commendation 2). Traditional open days
are also used at programme level to publicise and market the benefits of the
programme to potential students. Leaving Certificate revision courses are run by DoP
and experiment days are run at Faculty level which serve the dual purpose of preparing
post-primary students for their Leaving Certificate exams while allowing them to
experience the University and its offerings (Commendation 3).
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Granular data on the effectiveness of promotional efforts is limited, with gaps identified
in the prevalence of targeted interventions at second level, particularly at Transition
Year.

Recommendation 6

Itis recommended that the DoP work with the Faculty of S&E to identify a more
coordinated approach in the orientation of its outreach activities, reevaluating
target demographics as appropriate.

The QRG observed that Applied Physics as a programme title, and the career pathways
stemming from this, are not always recognised among the general population and that
prospective students may pursue other programmes of study due to this ambiguity. The
DoP may wish to review the perception of such programme titles to identify whether the
use of ‘Applied’ is sufficiently effective in communicating the attributes and prospects
of graduates. Furthermore, it may be appropriate for the DoP to engage in more directed
outreach activities to explain to second level students the relevance of Applied Physics
to industrial stakeholders within the region.

6 Findings on Organisational Structure and Management of the Department

Intradepartmental cohesion appeared strong in spite of the distribution of staff across
the Main Building and the Bernal Institute. Leadership within the DoP is supportive of
staff efforts to proactively shape Ireland’s physics landscape and engage in national
initiatives. The DoP nonetheless operates with a lean allocation of human resources
which may impose unintended constraints and limitations, and place excessive
workload burden on staff. This latter consideration is particularly important in the
context of the DoP’s DSAR which emphasises the high risk of staff shortages and
overburdened personnel (p.10). The QRG acknowledges this emphasis in the DSAR,
although the underlying reasons behind this are not necessarily fully articulated. This is
due to the QRG’s identification of significant financial deficits in the Department, which
must be recognised and accounted for in any realistic conversation about
Departmental resources and allocation thereof.

Adverse effects stemming from this may be pre-empted through more robust
succession planning (particularly in respect of the HoD, changes in which have had a
significant impact historically) and actioning of appropriate mitigating measures. This
may include, for example, assistance for the Head of Department (e.g. in the form of a
research assistant) to allow for the greater prioritisation and delegation of tasks.

Recommendation 7
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Itis recommended that the DoP improve its succession planning such that staff
changes (e.g. Head of Department) can be identified and sufficiently planned for
in advance, and excessive workload burden can be mitigated against.

The DoP maintains a close affiliation with the Bernal Institute, which is one of the two
buildings across which the Department is physically distributed. Discussions with
technical and administrative staff highlighted how Departmental practices are
underpinned by long-established procedures and systems. Representatives at the site
visit were positive about the clarity and coherence of internal communications within
the team but remarked that excessive reporting and administrative burden can take
time away from core academic and student-related activities, posing a particular
hindrance to task efficiency.

Recommendation 8

Itis recommended that priority be given to student-facing and research
activities when delegating or otherwise undertaking administrative and technical
support tasks within the DoP.

The research and data analysis carried out in preparation of the DSAR is acknowledged,;
the thorough engagement with internal and external stakeholders being particularly
evident. The Department Quality Team spoke of the strong levels of communication
across the team which facilitated this research and that there is confidence regarding
the quality of the research completed in respect of the production of the DSAR and
PSAR. While acknowledging this, and recognising the strong level of intradepartmental
communication, the QRG perceived risks to departmental cohesion in view of the
division of staff between the Main Building and the Bernal Institute. While individual
teams within the Department appear to work well together, the split creates the
perception of a two-tier system and complicates office space allocation. In view of this,

Recommendation 9

Itis recommended that the DoP identify mechanisms to mitigate the risks to
staff cohesion due to the distribution of Department staff across different
buildings and review the effectiveness of the current approach to the
allocation of office space for academic staff.

7 Findings on Programme Portfolio and Curriculum

The DoP’s directly delivers two programmes:

e BScin Applied Physics
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e MScin Applied Physics

In addition to one single-semester common-entry programme:

e |M125 Physics

and contributes to a range of undergraduate and postgraduate taught programmes:

e BScin Mathematics and Physics

e BSc (Education) in Physical Science with Chemistry and Physics

e BSc (Education) in Biology with Physics, Chemistry or Agricultural Science
e MScin Energy Science and Engineering

e PGDipin Energy Science and Engineering

e PGDip in Teaching Physics

As part of the Departmental review, the QRG reviewed the BSc in Applied Physics, the
MSc in Applied Physics, and the LM125 common-entry Physics programme. In relation
to these, the QRG had an opportunity to meet with the Course Directors, teaching staff,
current and former students, and employers. This review was conducted in parallel with
the Departmental review which identified many of the aforementioned issues, including
the risk of staff shortages and burden, the need for more robust succession planning,
and the need for increased service teaching, among others. Reflection on these issues
by Department staff collectively is critical to identifying how programmes can be better
streamlined, and modules and labs more efficiently delivered, to improve overall
sustainability.

Recommendation 10

Itis recommended that the DoP identify how programmes can be better
streamlined, and modules and labs more efficiently delivered, to improve overall
sustainability.

Programmes are designed in accordance with the Integrated Curriculum Development
Framework (ICDF), which is a university-wide framework for designing and evaluating
programmes “to ensure students have a coherent learning experience from start to
finish” (PSAR, p.24). The ICDF identifies four pillars of student-centred curriculum
design: the UL Graduate, Principles of Curriculum, Pedagogy and the Learning
Environment, and UL Ambitions and Strengths. Taking cognisance of the impending
transition to a 6-module, 5-credit curriculum structure, the QRG identified an
opportunity for the DoP to review curriculum content, as well as the organisation and
delivery of this. To this end,
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Recommendation 11

Itis recommended that DoP faculty consider partial or complete use of the
following course materials in the introductory-physics modules of the
department, including relevant service modules and physics-teacher
student modules: Six Ideas That Shaped Physics (Six Units) and Karlsruher
Physikkurs (English Version).

The QRG spent time reflecting on the eligibility criteria for the DoP’s programme and the
conversion rates from application to offer over the last number of years, considering the
perceived impact of these on the overall low intake numbers. The QRG opined that the
programme entry requirements, specifically regarding prerequisite maths proficiency,
may create a prohibitive threshold for prospective students.

The Co-Operative Education work placement, which is an opportunity for students to
gain direct experience in industry over an 8-month period, is an integral component of
the BSc in Applied Physics and can offer students a pathway toward longer-term
employment. Employer representatives spoke highly of the relationship between the
DoP and their respective companies and the quality of students coming from the BSc
programme. The transferability of skills acquired through the programme was noted as a
strength by employer representatives, with few limiting technical gaps.

8 Findings on Teaching, Learning and Assessment

Academic staff are generally expected to operate under a 40-40-20 model, which
allocates 40% of their time to teaching, 40% to research work, and 20% to
administrative work. This model is in operation across the Department / Faculty /
University, with no distinction made (under the current system) between teaching-
active staff and research-active staff.

On Day 2 of the site visit, the QRG were given a tour of the Main Building and the Bernal
Institute, and the labs and facilities within this. It had been previously noted that some
lab equipment in the Main Building was procured some time ago. Without suggesting
that this equipment does not work or is not fit for the purpose of performing certain
demonstrations, it would be of value for the DoP to prepare an upgrade-focused
inventory for lab equipment, identifying where enhancements and modernisations can
be made. In view of this,

Recommendation 12
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Itis recommended that the DoP engage with internal and external
stakeholders to prepare an upgrade-focused inventory for Lab equipment,
with the aim of improving the resource efficiency of Lab delivery.

The quality of teaching within the DoP and the high standard of graduates was clear to
the QRG (Commendation 4). Student engagement is strong and retention rates are
remarkably high (Commendation 5). There is a noted focus on student wellbeing and
the provision of support services, including academic and non-academic supports.
However, more stringent controls around academic integrity and assessment
verification are required, particularly in relation to the unethical use artificial
intelligence tools. This will likely involve a concerted effort between DoP staff (e.g.
lecturers, programme leaders and technical staff) and the University and require
enhanced staff and student training in respect of this.

A range of monthly events are run for students was noted. These include talks and fora
which allow students to meet and share ideas, coffee days, guest speakers, and
networking opportunities. However, the visibility of and notification about certain
events, particularly those involving guest speakers, were found to be inconsistent,
sometimes becoming lost in the noise of other emails and sometimes because
individuals are not directly subscribed to or affiliated with the event organiser. It was
additionally noted that events have been previously arranged on the subject of research
opportunities for 4" year BSc students, but this was not an annual occurrence and
therefore not delivered in subsequent years. Furthermore, the Careers Fair which
occurs twice per year was found to be both of value but also limited in terms of the
variety of industry employment opportunities highlighted for applied physics graduates
(e.g. as aresult of particular orientation of the Careers Fair toward engineering roles).

Recommendation 13

Itis recommended that the DoP enhance integration with the Bernal Institute to
improve the visibility of and allow students to avail of pre-existing opportunities
to learn from and engage with guest speakers in a dedicated forum.

9 Findings on Research

Research is interdisciplinary and collaborative, with a noted level of external funding.
The DoP operates a good balance between fundamental and applied domains, with
integration of research and teaching at different levels. Publications and citations are on
average at a good level and reflect a stable research culture and environment.

Research Ireland supports the University through competitive calls, and the DoP’s
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participation in Research Ireland-funded major research centres demonstrates the
Department’s capacity for impactful multidisciplinary work. The QRG acknowledges
and commends the strength of Departmental cohesion and its impact on creating a
collaborative research culture. In addition, the QRG commends the research ambition
of the DoP which is facilitated through the recruitment of active, early-stage
researchers.

However, the QRG identified inconsistent levels of research output, with the majority of
funding and research activities coming from a small number of academic staff,
including well-established researchers and early-career faculty with emerging
reputations research output. Other research-inactive staff are primarily focused on
teaching and technical support. This inconsistency has resulted in a relatively low
number of PhD students within the department. By reviewing and responding
appropriately to this issue, more faculty staff may find it viable to apply for funding and
building out research groups.

Recommendation 14

Itis recommended that DoP define a regionally relevant research domain or
domains to attract increased funding and an increased number of research staff.

Recommendation 15

Itis recommended that the DOP identify an individualised, minimum research
level for all academic staff and work with all staff members to increase the
overall number of funding applications and PhD students within the Department.

The DoP has developed a strong partnership with the HSE Midwest to support medical
physics education and clinical research. This collaboration is producing tangible
outputs, such as co-developed student projects and specialist guest teaching. The
University is seen as well placed to support needs in medical imaging, radiotherapy, Al
applications in medicine, and emerging technologies in the Midwest (PET-CT,
theranostics, UV phototherapy, proton therapy).

The development of a new MSc in Medical Physics, co-designed with clinical partners,
address national skills shortages, growing clinical demand, and regional industry
opportunities in medical devices and health technologies. Stakeholders expressed high
confidence that this MSc will be innovative, competitive, and strategically valuable.

The QRG spent time exploring postdoctoral research within the DoP and the challenges
faced by researchers regarding funding, stability and career pathways, none of which
are challenges unique to the DoP. The university has in place a formal mentoring
programme to support the development of researchers, while additional supports are in
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place around writing funding applications. The QRG was pleased to see the recent
recruitment of strong early-career researchers, as this reflects ambition for a research-
led future (Commendation 6). Postdoctoral positions also include an allowance to
travel abroad as required to conferences. At the same time, scientific independence
can become impeded by career uncertainty, for which there is no single solution.

Recommendation 16

Itis recommended that the DoP ensure postdoctoral researchers have access
to individualised, appropriate guidance pertaining to potential career pathways
and relevant professional development opportunities to support this.

10 Findings on Stakeholder Engagement

The DoP maintains deep, positive and long-standing relationships with national
stakeholders, including Research Ireland, the Institute of Physics (IOP), and the HSE
Midwest. Representatives from the stakeholders identified, with whom the QRG had an
opportunity to meet, emphasised the department’s responsiveness, professionalism
and leadership in national physics initiatives. Stakeholders were also positive about the
DoP's alignment to the needs of regional industry, contributing significantly to
Limerick’s emerging reputation as a national centre of excellence in medical physics
(Commendation 7).

Strong links to regional industry were also observed, providing realistic career
opportunities to graduates, though the pool of employers with whom students in Year 3
of the BSc programme complete their 8-month placement was found to be, at times,
quite small. This may be owing, at least in part, to the university’s physical location in
the Irish mid-west, which can restrict students to companies located in the same area.
In saying this, overall feedback from both students and employers was that the
programme is quite successful and of benefit to both the student and employer.

Recommendation 17

Itis recommended that the DOP continue to work with contacts within industry,
especially alumni graduates, to increase the pool of employers for the co-op
programme.
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11 Conclusion

The DoP is evidently academically strong with a well-supported learning environment
and close industry ties. EDI is a key priority, and work is underway to meet the standards
for an Athena Swan Gold award. Intradepartmental communication is largely effective
(though not without its perceived risks due to staff distribution across two buildings)
and staff spoke positively of the initiatives in which the DoP is engaged.
Notwithstanding this, the revelation that the Department is experiencing (and has been
experiencing for some time) a sizable financial deficit highlights a pressing need for
departmental review and action. Enhancing departmental engagement in activities like
service teaching in a way that is sustainable long-term will support the development
and operation of lab facilities and facilitate improved education of graduates. Identifying
how programmes can be better streamlined, preparing an upgrade-focused inventory
for lab equipment, and defining a regionally relevant research domain or domains to
attract increased funding are additional considerations for the DoP which may not only
contribute towards the reduction of its department deficit but also serve to improve the
overall sustainability of its programme provision.

At the conclusion of the site visit, the QRG identified 7 commendations on the DoP’s
practices and 18 recommendations for the DoP’s consideration. These are intended to
act as guidance for the enhancement of the DoP and its programmes.
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11.1 Commendations

The QRG commends the following:

1. The positive perception of the programme among internal and external
stakeholders, particularly current students and graduates.

2. The outreach work being conducted via the SOPHia project.

3. The success of the experiment days with leaving cert students.

4, The quality of the teaching within the DoP and the high standard of DoP
programme graduates.

5. The strong retention rates on DoP programmes.

6. The recent recruitment of strong early-stage researchers is a strong indicator of
the ambition of the DoP for a research-led future.

7. The DoP’s contributions to regional and national physics initiatives and
alignment with sectoral needs.
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11.2 Recommendations
The QRG recommends the following:

Level 1 Recommendations

No | Recommendation

Commentary

1. Itis recommended that the DoP seek
University support for the modification of
the FTE model to reflect the requirements
and costs of delivering successful
experimental programmes.

Itis crucial that the DoP operatesina
way that is sustainable and
acknowledges the need to
counteract its current deficit.

2. Itis recommended that the Head of
Department work with the University to
understand the Departmental budget
and make changes as needed and as
appropriate.

Acknowledgment by the Head of
Department of budgetary constraints
and ongoing deficits is critical, as is a
willingness by the Head of
Department to work with university
management to understand the
budget and any deficit.

3. Itis recommended that the DoP continue
to work with the University to progress
the transition from a 5-module structure
to a 6-module structure as efficiently as
possible and at the earliest opportunity.

This transition is already underway.
Staff support for the revised

structure appears positive
nonetheless, and the Panel endorses
the strategic potential that may come
from change.

4. Itis recommended that the DoP seek out
opportunities to expand its level of
service teaching, and that support and
buy-in for these efforts is sought at
Faculty and University level. Further to
this, itis recommended that:

(a) The DoP work with the University to
secure funding and sustainable
support for the development and
operation of laboratory facilities to
facilitate improved education of
graduates.

(b) The DoP Equipment and Space
committee make a concentrated

Increased service teaching will
become a critical reality. Service
teaching will also require more
efficient and sustainable

operation of labs, and strategic
emphasis on the development of lab
facilities. The QRG notes that funding
applications for Devolved Capital
Grants have, so far, been
unsuccessful, resulting in the slow or
hindered refurbishment of laboratory
facilities.
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effort to put together a number of

strong applications to apply for

Devolved Capital Grant funding.
(c) The DoP work with local industrial

stakeholders to secure funding for the
development of laboratory facilities to

facilitate improved education of
graduates.

Itis recommended that DoP work with
the Faculty of S&E to identify a more

coordinated approach in the orientation

of its outreach activities, reevaluating
target demographics as appropriate.

Granular data on the effectiveness of
promotional efforts is limited, with
gaps identified in the prevalence of
targeted interventions at second
level, particularly at Transition Year.

Itis recommended that the DoP improve

its succession planning such that staff
changes (e.g. Head of Department) can

be identified and sufficiently planned for

in advance, and excessive workload
burden can be mitigated against.

Robust succession planning is
critical to avoid increasing the
workload of existing staff during a
transition.

Itis recommended that priority be given
to student-facing and research activities

when delegating or otherwise

undertaking administrative and technical

support tasks within the DoP.

The QRG notes that excessive
reporting and administrative burden
can take time away from core
academic and student-related
activities, posing a particular
hindrance to task efficiency.

Itis recommended that DoP faculty
consider partial or complete use of the
following course materials in the
introductory-physics modules of the
department, including relevant service
modules and physics-teacher student

modules: Six Ideas That Shaped Physics

(Six Units) and Karlsruher Physikkurs
(English Version).

Taking cognisance of the impending
transition to a 6-module, 5-credit
curriculum structure, the QRG
identified an opportunity for the DoP
to review curriculum content, as well
as the organisation and delivery of
this.
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9. | Itisrecommended that the DoP engage | It was noted that some lab
with internal and external stakeholders to | €duiPmentin the Main Building was
. procured some time ago and would
prepare an upgrade-focused inventory for .
Lab ) th the i y ] benefit from an upgrade-focused
a equment,.vxflt the aimo |mprOV|ng inventory to identify where
the resource efficiency of Lab delivery. improvements and modernisations
can be made.

10. | Itis recommended that the DoP enhance | While many targeted events are
integration with the Bernal Institute to delivered for students on DoP
improve the visibility of and allow programmes, the visibility of these,

q L of L or how students can avail of them, is
students to avail of pre-existing not always completely apparent.
opportunities to learn from an engage
with guest speakers in a dedicated
forum.

11. | Itis recommended that the DoP identify | The QRG identified inconsistent
an individualised, minimum research levels of research output, with the
level for all academic staff members to ma!o‘rl‘ty of fun‘dmg and research
) ] activities coming from a small
mcregsg the overall number of fuvdl‘ng number of academic staff. This
applications and PhD students within the inconsistency has resulted in a
Department. relatively low number of PhD

students within the department
which has knock-on effects,
particularly in terms of teaching.

12. | Itis recommended that the DoP ensure Postdoctoral researchers can face
postdoc researchers have access to many challenges including funding
individualised, appropriate guidance instability and uncertain career

o . pathways and should be supported
pertaining to potential career pathways in a way that is responsive to their
and relevant professional development individual context.
opportunities to support this.

13. See Programme Review Reports

The Department should consider and
implement specific programme level
recommendations as set outin each
programme review report
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Level 2 Recommendations

No

Recommendation

Commentary

1. | Itisrecommended that the Department's | The current deficit was not
financial situation and its potential acknowledged in the DSAR, highlighting
consequences are better clarified in a disconnect between the presentation
future Departmental review reports of the DoP in the DSAR and the financial
(DSAR), so that persistent issues in this reality of the Department’s affairs.
regard (e.g. apparent deficits) and the
measures in place to address these are
highlighted.

2. | The QRG therefore recommends thatthe | The QRG observed risks to
DoP identify mechanisms to mitigate the | d&Partmental cohesion in view of the
risks to staff cohesion due to the div.isi.on of staff between th? Main

o Building and the Bernal Institute.
distribution of Department staff across
different buildings and review the
effectiveness of the current approach to
the allocation of office space for
academic staff.

3. | Itis recommended that the DoP identify In view of the issues identified relating
how programmes can be better to the risk of staff shortages and burden,
streamlined, and modules and labs more the nged for more robust sgccession

o ] . planning, and the need for increased
efficiently delivered, to improve overall service teaching, reflection is needed
sustainability. on how programmes, modules and labs

can be more efficiently and sustainably
delivered.

4. | ltisrecommended that the DoP definea | The QRG identified scope for the DoP to
regionally relevant research domain or increase its research output.
domains to attract increased funding and
an increased number of research staff.

5. | Itis recommended that the DoP continue | The pool of employers with whom

to work with contacts within industry,
especially alumni graduates, to increase
the pool of employers for the co-op
programme.

students in Year 3 of the BSc
programme complete their 8-month
placement was found to be, at times,
quite small.
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Appendix A: Membership of Unit Quality Team

The Quality Team is comprised of representatives from administrative, technical, and
academic staff.

The team is chaired by Dr David Corcoran (former Head of Department).
Its membership includes:

e Prof Tofail Syed (Head of Department),
e Ms Maria Quinn (Chief Technical Officer),

e Dr Deirdre Ni Eidhin (Senior Technical Officer and Co-Chair of the Equality,
Diversity and Inclusion Committee),

e Ms Lauraine Howley (Department Administrator),

e Drlan Clancy (Course Director LM125),

e DrRobert Lynch (Course Director BSc Applied Physics),

e Dr Maria Alhajji and Dr Ehtsham U. Haq, who are both recent academic
appointees to the department.

The team collectively represents the full range of departmental experience—from staff

with over 30 years of service to those who have only recently joined—as well as the full

spectrum of departmental activities and management functions.
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