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Foreword  

In 2013-14 the Department of Sociology’s Standing Committee on Undergraduate Education (Delma 
Byrne, Barry Cannon, Mary P. Corcoran, Pauline Cullen, Peter Murray and Eamonn Slater) undertook 
research on our First Year intake group in order to get a better sense of why students had selected 
Sociology and Politics, how the programme was received, and what the students’ intentions were 
regarding subject selection at the end of the academic year.  The research instruments were 
designed by the committee and the data was gathered by the Department’s team of first year tutors. 
Subsequently, the data was analysed and written up by Dr. Maria Feeney.  The findings in this report 
are timely and are of critical relevance as the University embarks upon the next stage of the 
Curriculum Initiative. The study also complements the data gathered by the Office of the Vice 
President for Strategy and Quality’s Annual Incoming Student Survey.  
 
Students come to university with relatively open minds about their study plans, particularly in 
relation to subjects to which they have not previously been exposed at second-level. They have very 
little prior conceptual awareness or understanding of the discipline of Sociology. Not surprisingly, 
therefore, we found that Sociology is generally not listed as a first choice subject at third-level, but is 
more likely to be listed either as a second or third choice.  Once embarked on studying Sociology, 
students are generally extremely positive about the programme. Just over 40% of the cohort who sat 
First Year Exams in Sociology in 2014 proceeded into Second Year Sociology.  The subject tends to be 
better received and more positively evaluated by mature students than by the student cohort as a 
whole.  In general, the Department provides a learning environment that students find challenging 
and engaging.   Our evidence suggests that the majority of students are successfully moved beyond 
the “learning by rote” regime to become more critical and reflexive learners.  Some students 
struggle with the demands placed on them at third-level. This is not surprising given the diversity of 
our student intake and the complexity of problems and challenges with which some students have 
to cope alongside their academic studies.      
 

A key strength of first year sociology is the tutorial programme where the focus is on the acquisition 
of critical thinking, writing and communications skills. Tutorials are valued by the students, but the 
data suggests that students would benefit from more of these kinds of small group interventions. 
More resources would enable the Department to offer additional small group teaching opportunities, 
and to rely on continuous assessment to a greater extent than terminal exams.  In response to the 
findings the Department has already adjusted essay assessment templates and introduced an essay 
feedback clinic to provide additional support and advice to students.  

The report also notes that students are unclear about where a degree in Sociology might take them 
in terms of accessing the labour market and developing a career trajectory.  Accordingly, the 
Department has undertaken a series of initiatives to generate a more coherent narrative outlining 
career pathways for the Sociology graduate. However, we believe that the development of career 
pathways for graduates in the Humanities and Social Sciences is a wider issue for the University.  

Undertaking this piece of evaluation research proved an important reflective exercise for the 
Department and indeed for our cohort of first year students. We would recommend that other 
Departments consider carrying out periodic reviews of this nature as a way of staying in tune with 
the student body, and building an archive of data on the student experience at Maynooth University 
which can inform future curriculum development.  

Mary P. Corcoran, Head of Department of Sociology, December 2014 
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Executive Summary 

This report presents findings from the Department of Sociology’s investigation of the First Year 
student experience conducted in the second semester of 2013-14. Two hundred and twenty three 
questionnaires were completed by first year students (Sociology and Politics) who also participated 
in focus group discussions, (representing approximately 50% of the first year student cohort). The 
report sheds some light on students’ intentions to study Sociology and Politics, the reality of 
studying those subjects and other aspects of the learner experience.   

 

1. Intention to study Sociology 
Almost two-thirds of the student sample (63.1%, n=140) intended to study Sociology when they 
came to Maynooth University in September 2013.  However, 14% of them said it would be their first 
subject choice compared to 50.3% who noted it would be their second choice and 35.7% who 
identified it as their third choice.  An age-difference emerged within the sample.  More mature 
students (76.6%) intended to study Sociology compared to the younger (17-22 yrs) cohort (59.1%). 

 
2. Sociology is more likely to be a third or second choice of subject 

Students were asked to compile a list of the three subjects they intended to study (prior to 
registration) and the three subjects they were actually studying.  4.9% (n=11) listed Sociology as the 
first subject they were intending to study when they came to Maynooth.  This indicates that 
Sociology as a subject registers less well in the student imagination than other more familiar subjects, 
as it is not currently taught at second-level.  The Department strongly supports the introduction of a 
new Social and Political Life subject at senior cycle in post-primary education. 

9.9% (n=22) listed Sociology as the first subject they were currently studying.  More than half the 
cohort (52.5%, n=117) listed it as their third choice and more than a third (36.3%, n=81) had it listed 
as their second subject.  Since 40% of the first year student cohort ultimately proceeded with 
Sociology in Second year this suggests that the Department managed to capture a significant 
majority of those students who rated Sociology as their first or second subject choice.   

These findings suggest that introducing sociology at second-level would amplify its scope and remit 
and enable students to make more informed choices at third-level.  For a detailed analysis of the 
relative position of Sociology and Politics within the three-subject structure see section 2.2. 

 

3. Students rate the Department of Sociology as mostly similar to other Departments 
On average 59% of students report similar experiences in the Department of Sociology compared to 
other Departments.  “Similar” and “On Average Better” experiences in the Department of Sociology 
compared to other Departments were noted by 85.1% of students in relation to Quality of Teaching 
and 78.0% of students in relation to the Learner Experience.  Students of sociology in particular 
reported positive experiences such as enjoying subject content and developing skills through the 
discipline. 

 

4. Exemplary pedagogical practice  
In particular, very high levels of satisfaction were recorded for the (1) First Year Tutorial Programme 
(2) Module Content (3) Student Handbook (4)  Accessibility of staff outside of class time (5)  Access 
to necessary Library Resources and (6) Moodle as an online Teaching and Learning Resource. 98.2% 
of students are satisfied with the first year tutorial programme and reported positive learning 
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experiences.  Skills development is built into the overall tutorial structure.  This includes 
fundamental skills (e.g. critical analysis, active reading, presentation skills) and literacies (e.g. 
information literacy) that provide a learning platform in Sociology and also in other subjects.  Such a 
high level of satisfaction indicates the positive impact of small group teaching.  

 The Department of Sociology is committed to the provision of tutorials and small group teaching 
across the three year degree programme which consumes a significant proportion of the overall 
Departmental budget. Students nevertheless consistently petition for additional small group 
teaching, but this would only be possible with the allocation of additional resources.   

 

5. Third level transition is characterised by academic challenge and engagement 
 

From the time that students come to Maynooth well-established misperceptions abound that 
Sociology may not be as challenging as other disciplines.  This explains why many choose Sociology 
as their third “gap filler” subject.  However, the reality of studying Sociology is very different.  85.6% 
of students noted some degree of difficulty with regard to the complexity of Sociology compared to 
other subjects.  More of the younger cohort (11.5%) noted that it was “Very Difficult” compared to 
mature students (6.4%).  Difficulties included exposure to complex language, challenging readings, 
comprehension of sociological concepts, and students’ ability to acquire skills and subject literacies.  
The data also indicate that a high level of motivation can lead to better student outcomes in terms 
of skills acquisition. 

This finding must be set against the demographic profile of the First Year Intake which indicates that 
almost 57% of student are first in their family to attend university, and that only one-third of the 
students’ mothers and one-quarter of the fathers have achieved a third level qualification.  This 
profile is consistent with earlier surveys and correlates with the comparatively high proportions of 
students admitted from the lower ranked socio-economic groups.1  Our student body is diverse in 
terms of social class, age cohort, nationality and Leaving Certificate attainment.   This study provides 
empirical evidence that the teaching and learning methods we employ, particular through our 
tutorial programme, are effective and necessary given the particular profile of our student cohort.  

Students remarked on the fact that very little material can be “learned off by heart” in Sociology 
evidencing the new challenge associated with transition from second to third-level education.  
Students believe that particular forms of assessment (i.e. 100% exam) are difficult and stressful, and 
some suggested that more curricular time should be assigned to exam preparation.  This exam 
orientation may be interpreted as a “legacy issue” that is transferring over to higher education from 
the post-primary sector as students make the transition.  An expectation of “teaching to the exam” 
presents a significant challenge to third-level teaching and learning.  One way to tackle exam culture 
is to offer additional small group learning opportunities and continuous assessment but both 
interventions would require significantly more resources.  

 

 

 

 

                                                             
1 Maynooth University Annual Incoming Student Survey 2014-15. Summary presented at Academic Council, 
December 8, 2014 
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6. Mature students are well represented in Sociology and are more positive about all aspects 

of the programme, than the student cohort as a whole.  

Just over one fifth of our sample (21.1%) was made up of mature students which is significantly 
higher than the percentage of mature students in the first year intake as a whole.2  On all the key 
study indicators mature students responded more positively than the student cohort as a whole in 
terms of actively choosing the discipline, approval of the services provided by the Department 
including the tutorial programme and satisfaction with the acquisition of skills.  Mature students 
bring particular life experience to bear in their studies, have often undertaken foundation courses 

before coming to Maynooth University and have very high levels of motivation.  

 

7. Uncertainty about subject choice for second year  
 

One-third of students (33.0%) noted that they intended to continue with their study of Sociology in 
2nd year.  More than one-third (34.8%) intended to drop Sociology and an almost similar proportion 
(32.1%) reported that they were unsure.  At the time the study was conducted this meant a 
potential loss of two-thirds of the student cohort from the Department’s register. As of October 
2014, 41% of students who completed the first year programme in Sociology registered for second 
year (180), and 49% of students who completed the first year programme in Politics registered for 
second year (27), indicating a consolidation of commitment to the discipline by the end of the 
academic year.  Nevertheless, it is noteworthy that by March 2014 one third of students remained 
unsure about their subject choices for second year.  This is a university-wide issue and suggests that 
students need greater supports and academic advice about subject choice and future study 
trajectories early on in their college careers.   
  

Intention to continue with Sociology and Politics in Second Year is informed by students’ positive 
perceptions of the subjects, their dislike of other subjects, subject compatibility, positive learner 
experiences, subject constraint (i.e. they must continue with Sociology or Politics as part of their 
degree programme) and their future plans. 

 

8. Uncertainty about career trajectories  

While some students acknowledged the relevance of Sociology to the labour market, this emerged in 
a limited way.  A general sense of not knowing or understanding how the subject might translate 
into a career trajectory was apparent.  In fact, some students suggested that opting out of Sociology 
in second year might in part be explained by the lack of a clear career pathway after graduation.  
While the Department is undertaking an initiative to show case the versatility of Sociology in post-
college careers, the problem raised is an ongoing challenge for the Social Sciences and the University 
as a whole.  Our students are impacted by factors beyond our control such as labour market shifts, 
the impact of recession and government cutbacks, catastrophic life events, and the challenges 
associated with class, race and ethnic disadvantage.  We need to be cognisant of these constraints in 
our pedagogical mission.      

 

                                                             
2 13% of the incoming cohort of first year students in 2014-15 are mature students aged over 23 years (source: 
Maynooth University Annual Incoming Student Survey 2014-15 Summary) 
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Abstract 

The Department of Sociology at Maynooth University was established in 1937 and is the longest 
established sociology department on the island of Ireland.  The department is committed to 
scholarly excellence in teaching and research and to expanding the boundaries of sociological 
knowledge and social critique.  We are wholly committed to our community of learners, particularly 
our undergraduate students.  Sociology at Maynooth has historically attracted significant numbers of 
students in first year and continues to do so despite the expanding palette of subjects available in 
First Arts. However, the transfer rate from first to second year has been somewhat erratic in recent 
years.3  The denominated Politics degree offered by the Department will be phased out over the 
next couple of academic years as the Univesity moves to reduce CAO offerings. Politics has been a 
subject in the common First Arts programme since 2013 and the Department would like to optimise 
the number of students taking Politics into the future.   A key goal of the study was to examine the 
first year experience and develop insights into the retention rate in Sociology and Politics at the end 
of the first year of university.  
 
In March 2014 all first year students of Sociology and Politics (as well as those studying in Kilkenny) 
were invited to participate in a research exercise that involved a survey and focus group discussions.   
223 students participated in the survey and 20 guided focus group discussions.  Those who 
participated in the exercise represent about 50% of the total number of students who sat 
Examinations in Sociology or Politics at the end of the academic year 2013-14.  
 
The research findings reveal that one-third of the first year cohort intended to continue with 
sociology in second year. At the time the research was conducted a similar proportion remained 
unsure about their second year subject choice.  This means the department faced a potential loss of 
two-thirds of its first-year cohort.  As of October 2014, however, 41% of students who completed 
the first year programme in Sociology registered for second year (180), and 49% of students who 
completed the first year programme in Politics registered for second year (27).   This demonstrated a 
consolidation of commitment to both Sociology and Politics in the closing months of the academic 
year.   
 
To understand students’ pathways to making their second year subject choices the study examined a 
number of key issues that may be implicated in the decision-making process.  The self-administered 
questionnaire invited students to respond to inquiries about their experiences of teaching and 
learning, how the department functions, whether or not they believe they acquired a specific skill-
set and their views about the relevance of sociology to the labour market.  This was further 
complemented by an exploration of six key themes during focus group discussions: student intention 
to study sociology, their perceptions of the subject, their learning experience, what they believed to 
be the strengths and weaknesses of the department and the relevance of sociology in the labour 
market. 
 
The findings illustrate that a significant number of students choose sociology as their third subject 
with the intention of discontinuing it in second year. This choice is framed by their perception of the 
subject and their learner experience. Nevertheless, students reported very high levels of satisfaction 
and positive learner experiences particularly in relation to the Department’s flagship tutorial 
programme.  The latter provides an important educational environment that enriches teaching and 
learning of the subject.  Furthermore, it facilitates the development of intellectual skills (critical 
analysis) and information literacy which are central to the university’s mission, (Maynooth University 
Strategic Plan, 2012-2017).   

                                                             
3 The number of students in second year has increased by 23% in 2014-15 (based on registered figures for 
exams in SO201 (178) and SO301 (136) in the academic year 2014-15). 
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This study represents one department’s critical reflection of its own practice in regard to provision of 
undergraduate teaching and learning, meeting the needs of a diverse student cohort and ultimately 
retaining a greater proportion of our community of learners into the future.  This commitment is 
recognised by students, one of whom noted:  “The sociology department want to hear what we have 
to say so they can make it better for us and for next year’s students. I think even that says it all.”   
(PGA A6) 
 

∞∞∞ 

 

The report is structured as follows:  

 

Part 1.  Context and study sample:   Overview of the first year programme and demographic profile 
of student population who participated in the survey.   

 

Part 2. The student perspective on subject choice and experience:  examines the decision-making 
process around students’ intentions to study sociology when they came to Maynooth University and 

whether or not they will continue with sociology in second year.
 4

  

 

Part 3.  The Department of Sociology- benchmarking the quality of service to students:  examines 
success within the department and what the department does well.  A particular focus is given to 
the tutorial programme since important positive learner experiences arise here. The Department 
annually devotes considerable resources to the provision of tutorials.  The continuation of the 
tutorial programme will be highly contingent on the availability of funds as the Department moves 
to the new resource allocation model.     

 

Part 4. Identifying ongoing challenges:  considers that challenges the department faces in terms of 
increasing retention levels and improving learner experiences. 

 

Part 5. Conclusion: derives conclusions from the analysis and makes recommendations for the 

Department’s strategic development of its teaching programme.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
4 Please note that throughout the report other subjects in the first arts programme have been anonymised, e.g. 
they are designated as Subject A, B, C etc. 
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Part 1:  Context and study sample 

The goal and structure of the First Year Programme in the Department of Sociology  

The goal of the First year Sociology programme is “To develop critical thinking by introducing 
students to key concepts and contributions in Sociology, both in Ireland and internationally”. To this 
end students are required to take four core modules and participate in a tutorial programme 
throughout the academic year. The tutorial programme, lead by experienced tutors, creates an 
active learning environment to help students better understand the type of reading and writing that 
are involved in becoming a competent user of the language of sociology.  One tutorial per week is 
offered over eight weeks in the first semester, and over eight weeks in the second semester 
amounting to 16 tutorial hours in all.  Each tutorial group has a maximum of twenty students.  The 
tutor group meet weekly to discuss, design and review tutorial lesson plans.  Students are assessed 
through a mix of essay writing and terminal exams. 

Methodology of the study 

A mixed-methods approach was utilised to examine and explore students’ experiences of Sociology 
and Politics in First Year.  A survey of their attitudes and opinions about their intentions to study 
Sociology or Politics, their perceptions of the subject and their experiences of teaching and learning 
Sociology or Politics was undertaken using a self-administered questionnaire (See Appendix 1).  This 
data was analysed using SPSS.  Twenty focus groups were undertaken with students studying 
Sociology (n= 17) and Politics (n= 3). Students at Kilkenny were also surveyed. The research 
instrument used was a semi-structured topic guide. (See Appendix 2).  The Focus Groups were 
recorded on a digital recording device,  transcribed and later analysed thematically.  

 

Sample size 

A total of 223 students participated in the survey and completed a questionnaire.  This total 
population represents students from the Maynooth University Campus (n= 194) and students from 
our Kilkenny (KK) campus (n=29). 

 

Sample profile 

Gender: Just over two-thirds of the sample are female (64.1%) with males accounting for 35.9%.  
This closely mirrors the profile of the Sociology and Politics students in the 2012-2013 cohort – 64.7% 
female/35.3% respectively.5  In Kilkenny this divide is less visible.  There females account for 55.2% 
of the population and males 44.8%. 

Age: 78.9% of students are aged between 17-22 years.  This is higher in Kilkenny at 93.1%. Mature 
students account for just over one fifth (21.2%) of the total population, a significantly higher 
percentage than for the university as a whole6.  In comparison mature students are under-
represented in Kilkenny (6.9%).  Overall the representation of mature students in the Department 

                                                             
5 Sociology has a greater female gender bias (64.1%) than the university intake as whole (57%). Source: 
Maynooth University Annual Incoming Student Survey 2014-15. Summary  
6
 13% of the incoming cohort of first year students in 2014-15 are mature students aged over 23 years. Source: 

Maynooth University Annual Incoming Student Survey 2014-15 Summary 
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exceeds the policy targets at Maynooth University where 15% of new entrant places in first year are 
made available to mature students7. 

Student diversity and alternative pathways to Higher Education: Students were not directly asked 
about their backgrounds.  In Focus Group discussions some students explained how their pathways 
to education may have  influenced their decisions to study Sociology:  

“I was unemployed for four years and somebody I knew did a university access course and said it was 
very challenging and rewarding. Then I applied and I was lucky enough to get a place. I always 
wanted to do Subject I so that was one of the things I said I was going to do if I got into university 
and I wanted to do something that would be a bit more challenging as well so I started looking at 
subject E and sociology. I’m kind of interested in sociology anyway so in the first few weeks I just sat 
in a few different subjects. I went to Subject P, Subject F, a few different subjects and the three I 
chose in the end were Subject I,  sociology and Subject P. I went to the lectures in the open day and I 
spoke to the people who gave the talks and I went on to the various different university websites and 
looked at the course content to see would I be interested in. That’s how I made my decision.” (MOA 
A1)  

“I did the university access as well. I applied originally for Subject B, social science and Subject E and I 
did the exams for all three and then I went to the interviews. I kind of thought I wanted to do Subject 
B because my sister has a degree in Subject B. My dad actually got into Trinity on the access 
programme but he wanted to do social science here so it was through him that I learnt about social 
science..... I didn’t get it [Subject B] anyway but I did just think that it wasn’t for me. I just made my 
decision then that it definitely was social science that I wanted to do. You have to do sociology and 
subject K and I chose Subject E as my third one. My life experience has made me very aware of the 
social system. I’ve been out of work, had to go through the welfare system, go on housing lists and 
just in general I was very interested in that area. Hopefully I’ll become a politician and change 
everything!” (MOA A2) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
7https://www.maynoothuniversity.ie/sites/default/files/assets/document/Mature%20Students%20Handbook
%202015.pdf 

https://www.maynoothuniversity.ie/sites/default/files/assets/document/Mature%20Students%20Handbook%202015.pdf
https://www.maynoothuniversity.ie/sites/default/files/assets/document/Mature%20Students%20Handbook%202015.pdf
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Part 2. The student perspective on subject choice and experience 

2.1 Students’ study intentions  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2.2   Sociology within the three subject structure 

We were interested in how subject choice might evolve once students had actually registered for 
their programme of study at Maynooth University. Hence students were asked to list the subjects 
they intended to study when they arrived at Maynooth in September 2013 and also to list the 
subjects they were currently studying at the time this research was conducted (March 2014).  Space 
was provided for students to list their three intended and current subjects  separately (1, 2, 3)8.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
 
8 Students were not required to list their subjects according to any preferences/weightings. 

Box 1 Key Finding:  Choosing Sociology 

 Almost two-thirds of the student sample (63.1%, n=140) intended to study Sociology 

when they came to Maynooth in September 2013. (Q3).    

 Of this cohort that intended to study Sociology they were asked to rate the subject in 

terms of their overall subject choice. (Q4).  

 14% (n=20) said Sociology  was their 1st Choice 

 50.3% (n=72) said Sociology was their 2nd Choice and  

 35.7% (n=51) said Sociology was their 3rd Choice 

 More mature students (76.6%) intended to study Sociology compared 

to the younger cohort (59.1%) 

 No gender divide was evident with regard to intention to study 

Sociology: males (62.5%) and females (62.9%). 

Box 2 Key Finding:   

Sociology more likely to be third or second choice of subject 

 56.5% of students listed Sociology as one of their three intended subjects to study. 

(Q5). 

 However, Sociology was less prominent than the other two subject choices in the 

listing provided by students when expressing both their intended subject choice and 

their current subject choice. 

 4.9% of students (n= 11) listed Sociology as the first subject they were intending to 

study when they came to Maynooth University indicating that sociology as a subject 

registers less well in the student imagination than other more familiar subjects.  

Introducing the subject at second level would amplify its scope and remit and enable 

students to make more informed choices at third-level.   
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First subject listing 

Intending to Study Sociology in 2013: 4.9% (n=11) students listed Sociology first though more 
mature students (14.9%) listed it first compared to the younger cohort (2.8%).  This age pattern also 
emerged with regard to the second subject listing but was reversed when the third subject listing is 
considered – more than twice as many students in the younger cohort (25.6%) placed Sociology third  
compared to mature students (10.6%). 

Current subjects being studied:  9.9% (n= 22) listed Sociology first of their three subject combination. 
Sociology gains a greater prominence when the second and third subject lists are considered.  The 
following Table 2.1 illustrates this point as do figures on the following pages. 

Table 2.1 Position of Sociology in the 3 Subject Choice Structure 

The ranking of Sociology in the 3 Subject Choice Structure 
Subject List → 1 2 3 
Q5. When you came to Maynooth what subjects did you intend to study? 
(Sociology) (%) 

4.9 
(11) 

28.7 
(64) 

22.9 
(51) 

Q6. What subjects are you now studying? 
(Sociology) (%) 

9.9 
(22) 

36.3 
(81) 

52.5 
(117) 

 

If the listing is interpreted as a subjective measure of subject hierarchy (from the perspective of the 
student) it fits within the overall thesis that a significant proportion of the cohort eventually choose 
Sociology as their third (“gap filler”) subject particularly when we consider the ranking of Sociology 
in the third subject list.  Just over one-fifth of students (22.9%) listed Sociology as their 3rd subject in 
their list of intended subjects to study yet more than half of students (52.5%) listed it as their actual 
3rdsubject.  The following 6 figures provide a comparative visual representation of where Sociology 
and Politics (taken together as Sociology) are located within the three subject structure. 9 

 

 

 

                                                             
9 The subject listings provided by students were extensive.  In one instance 33 subjects were listed.  For the 
purposes of compiling charts/figures the most popular subjects were selected.  In cases where the frequency 
of the subject was extremely small (e.g. 1, 2, 3) they were not used in compiling these figures.  This explains 
why Politics was incorporated into Sociology as noted in Table 2.2 
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Fig. 1.1 Intended Subject 1 
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Fig. 2.1 Current Subject 1 
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Fig. 1.2 Intended Subject 2 
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Fig. 2.2 Current Subject 2 
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Fig. 1.3 Intended Subject 3 
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Table 2.2 Sociology and Politics on Intended and Current Subject Lists 

No. of students who listed 
Sociology and Politics 

Sociology Politics 

Intended Subject  

1 12 1 

2 64*10 2 

3 55 4*11 

Current Subject  

1 22 1 

2 82 3 

3 117 1 

 

2.3 Subject Choices 

Analyses of the qualitative data revealed that when choosing Sociology a number of choice 
strategies emerged.  The idea of Sociology being a third choice – “gap filler” – provides a good 
foundation for considering the choice strategies that students employ when choosing Sociology  and 
Politics in first year.  The following points illustrate the strategies adapted by students when 
considering subject choice:    

 Complementarity with another subject   The same was noted for some when choosing 
Politics.   

 Others noted that they wanted to do sociology and politics because they believed them to 
be an interesting subject combination. 

 Sociology as a “gap filler”.  Very often students simply needed a third subject to fill a gap in 
their timetable and explicitly stated this: 

 
“I only took it as a 3rd subject.  My other two subjects were my main ones.” (KG6) 
 
“It was taken as a 3rd choice with little to no intention of keeping it on.” (MT9)  
 
“I have only been doing Sociology because of a need to pick a 3rd subject.” (MT23) 
 
This was also the case for some Politics respondents:  

 “Politics for me was the third choice subject because I’m doing single honours Subject I. I picked 
politics because I thought there might be a bit of a cross-over between the subjects and there is 
sometimes.” (AS A1) 

“I just needed a third subject for arts and this was one that kind of linked in with Subject N and 
Subject H.” (NGA A2) 

A clear pattern emerges here in that a significant cohort of students acknowledges that Sociology is 
their third choice (35.7%).  Indeed two and half times as many students rate Sociology as their third 

                                                             
10 * One case reported Sociology or Politics as their intended 2nd subject.  For the purposes of this table greater 
weight was given to the first subject. This case was counted as Sociology. 
11 One case reported Politics or Sociology as their 3rd subject. For the purposes of this table greater weight was 
given to the first subject. This case was counted as Politics. 
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choice (35.7%, n=51) compared to those who rated Sociology as their first choice (14.0%, n=20).  This 
is also evident from the subject listings as can be seen in Figure 1.3 and Fig. 2.3.  In terms of the third 
subject listing Sociology and Politics are the most frequently mentioned.   Interestingly, a sub-theme 
emerges in the qualitative data indicating that their decision to choose Sociology as a “gap filler” was 
influenced by a perception - sometimes communicated by peers - that Sociology might be less 
academically demanding than other subjects:   

“It seemed like an easy subject on top of the two I was taking.” (P59).   

“I thought I could pass the exams as a lot of my friends are doing the subject.” (KG20) 

In other cases students noted that they could not choose a preferred subject due to timetable 
issues/clashes and were forced to compromise when not in a position to take their  preferred choice.     

 

 Others are doing sociology because they have no choice – it is a compulsory module for 
instance, for those on the B.Social Science programme. 

 

Informed Subject Choices 

Many students were informed about Sociology and Politics prior to making their decisions about 
subject choice for second year.  How students obtained information about Sociology emerged in a 
number of formal and informal ways.  

Formal Maynooth University Initiatives/Activities (see section 3.5 for further discussion) 
Positive feedback emerged about the efforts of the Department in informing people about 
the subject and promoting Sociology and Politics generally.  Students recalled attending 
lectures during Orientation Week, attending Open Days, and participating in the Return to 
Education course. The Undergraduate prospectus developed by the Admissions Office was 
also mentioned as an important source of information. 12 
 
Other education-based knowledge channels included: Career Guidance, interactions with 
other Maynooth University offices/departments to assist with subject choice, informed 
choice having completed a PLC course, information from family members who have studied 
sociology and social science subjects, information from peers who have studied sociology at 
Maynooth University (and other universities and colleges), the official Maynooth University 
site and online searches.   

 

2.4 Subject Expectations 

Many students did not know what to expect from sociology.  Some who expected not to be 
challenged by sociology found the reality was quite different. Many were not expecting to study 
certain curricular aspects (political and sociological frameworks and concepts, globalisation and 
historical perspectives, etc.) at an advanced level and respondents found this challenging. This 
experience altered their perceptions of the subject in the course of the academic year.  The breadth 
of sociological study was unexpected and at times overwhelming: 

                                                             
12

 This dovetails with the findings of the Maynooth University Annual Incoming Student Survey 2014/15 which 
found that the most influential information sources for the students who have chosen Maynooth are the 
university website, Open Days and pamphlets/prospectuses provided by the university.  
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“I thought it was just going to be another viewpoint on society, basically like a third person kind of 
view. I had no idea it was going to be so many other things, like Subject I and all the rest. I didn’t 
realise how broad it was going to be.” (PGA A2) 

“It’s harder than I thought it was going to be. There’s just more global stuff than I expected and there 
was quite a lot of history stuff.... as well. I thought it would be a little bit easier I suppose. It’s still 
interesting. A lot of people think that it’s really easy and that it’s just common sense. I didn’t think 
that but that’s the perception a lot of people have. It’s a lot harder than that.” (PGB A5) 

“I thought it was going to be more cultural.  I thought it would be a bit meatier.  I thought we would 
be learning a bit more about now rather than the past, maybe a bit more relevant” (KGB A1) 

 “I didn’t know what sociology was about....So I wouldn’t really say my perceptions changed.” (KGB 
A4) 

“I thought coming into it that it would be a little bit more people centred. I didn’t think there would 
be so much theory. I do Subject B and I thought it would be similar but on a broader scale.” (MTA A2) 

Politics 

Politics students also noted that in some cases the subject lived up to their expectations and in other 
cases it did not. In some instances students did not expect it to be substantively academic or 
theoretical:  

“It hasn’t surprised me with what we’re covering anyway. It’s been what I expected in terms of the 
material and the terminology that we would be covering.” (AS A1) 

“It’s what I expected it to be. I think because I did so much research into the course I haven’t had any 
surprises really.” (AS A4) 

“Politics isn’t what I thought it was going to be. I thought it was going to be, say, looking at different 
countries in Europe and examining their political systems. We are looking at the Irish system but I 
thought we would be looking more at the EU and how that system works or different international 
bodies and comparing them. It’s not like that at all. With certain bits I don’t mind but then with other 
things I am a bit disappointed.” (AS A3) 

“It was completely different to what I expected. You’re reading stuff from the news and I thought it 
would be looking at that kind of thing in more depth. It was just a shock because I thought it would 
be more to do with current affairs. I didn’t think it would be as theoretical or historical.” (NGA A2) 

“I was hoping that it would have more to do with what’s going on now with politics that you see 
happening on the news and that. I think it’s difficult because I wouldn’t be interested in the historical 
stuff. I find it very theoretical in the readings. I was hoping for more practical sort of stuff.” (NGA A3) 
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2.5   Decision time:  subject retention in second year  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

33.0% of students said they would continue studying Sociology in second year.  A number of sub-
themes emerged from the qualitative data that tell us why students wish to continue with Sociology.  
Some students have positive perceptions and experiences of Sociology.  They find it interesting and 
enjoy certain elements of the course.  In other cases, it is evident that a dislike of another subject 
explained the decision to continue with Sociology as it seems the lesser of the two evils. Decisions to 
keep Sociology also relate to some of the initial strategies some students used for their subject 
choice.   For example, Sociology’s compatibility with other subjects is important for some students.  
Others recognise that Sociology is relevant for their future career plans. 

 Subject perceptions 

“I find it interesting, it makes you think.” (JP12) 

“I’m keeping it on. I love Subject E too but I think it would be better to do because it’s more relevant.” 
(KGC A4) 

“Course material is fantastic.” (MT5) 

“I’d be very interested in the class-based stuff and learning about Marx and Weber. I think there’s a 
module next year about Marx’s opinion of Ireland. I want to continue studying languages as well. I 
think it’s something that I find interesting anyway so I don’t really mind sitting down and studying it. 
I think it’s related to what I want to do after college anyway.” (MTA A1) 

“I heard it gets a lot more interesting in second year. A friend of mine accidentally walked into a 
second year lecture and she found it way more interesting. She sat through the whole lecture 
because she found it so interesting and she didn’t even go to her own second year lecture. So I think 
maybe it will get better.” (MTA A4) 

“I really enjoy this subject and I am starting to see the links between this and Subject K as part of my 
Social Science Degree” (KG31) 

 Dislike of other subjects 

“Keeping because Subject A is too hard and it’s [Sociology] interesting.” (JPBA A2) 

“Keeping because I don’t like Subject B” (JPBA A4) 

Box 3 Key Findings:  Retaining Sociology in 2nd year 

 33.0% Intend to Keep Sociology 

 34.8% Intend to Drop Sociology 

 32.1% are Unsure 

 No major gender differences in intentions 

 51.1% of mature students intended to continue with Sociology 

compared to 27.8% of the younger cohort 
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“I’m actually not sure. I was going to drop it because I wanted to teach Subject C and Subject D but 
now Subject D is so horrible that I actually think I’m going to keep it on. I just don’t know if I could go 
anywhere with Subject C and sociology.” (PKC A1) 

 Subject compatibility 

“I’m going to keep it on because Subject K and sociology kind of go hand in hand. I’m starting to see 
how the two of them go well together.” (KGB A3) 

“It would help you with other subjects, like politics or whatever.” (MTA A5) 

“I’m going to keep it on because I do Subject C as well and I think they go well together. I enjoy both 
of them as well, I think they’re interesting.” MOB A6) 

“I’m going to be staying with sociology because it complements Subject K well. I do enjoy it and I also 
don’t get Subject E in the same way that I do with sociology.” (PGA A3) 

 

 Learner Experience 

“I’m going to keep sociology on next year because I can imagine going into a career in this, whether 
it’s teaching or research, I just love everything that gets talked about.” (PKB A4) 

“Course material is fantastic.  Tutors are approachable.  My degree choice was always Subject K and 
sociology for my specific career goals.” (MT5) 

“I really like how we study the certain aspects of the course like Ireland in the 1960s etc.” (MT19) 

“I enjoy the lectures and tutorials and enjoy learning about staff that are interesting as I like history 
and especially Irish history and in sociology we look at it in a different way.” (MO4) 

“With social science because we had to do and because you have to keep it on if you want to be a 
social worker, it’s really hard. I really don’t want to. I don’t enjoy it as much as Subject E and I’m not 
getting as good marks. I don’t know if I’ll put in as much time if I don’t enjoy it as much.” (PKC A4) 

 Subject constraint 

“If I dropped it then I wouldn’t get my social science degree.  If that wasn’t the case I think I’d stick 
with Subject E.  I find it easier because I enjoy it more, so I work harder at it.  I enjoy doing the 
readings and writing the essays.” (KGC A2) 

“I’m keeping it on. I love Subject E too but I think it would be better to do because it’s more relevant.” 
(KGC A4) 

“I’m going to keep sociology and drop Subject E because I find it more interesting. I kind of want to 
do the social work thing as well so you need the sociology and the subject K to do that.” (MOB A3) 

“Politics is part of the course I’m doing so I have to keep it on but I really enjoy it anyway.” (NGA A4)  

 “If I don’t get into Subject B then I’ll have to keep politics but I’m happy enough to do that.” (AS A2) 

 Future plans 

“Lots of people say that you might not directly get a job related to sociology but it’s the qualities of 
the degree that are important.” (MTA A6) 
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“Having a sociology degree kind of means that you can think critically about things. I don’t take 
anything for granted anymore. I spent five years working before coming to university so maybe I 
have a better understanding of the labour market.” (MTA A7) 

“I’m definitely keeping sociology. The reason is the career I want to build out of it so that’s my reason 
for keeping it.” (MOA A1) 

“I’m going to keep it on. It’s kind of handy for a degree because it’s humanitarian. It will allow me to 
go into a lot of areas in postgraduate or whatever .” (MOA A6) 

 

 

Discontinuing Sociology 

34.8% of students said it was their intention to drop Sociology.  Data gathered in focus groups 
suggest that the decision to discontinue Sociology is informed by learner experience, the “gap filler” 
status of Sociology within their subject choice, perceived career limitations of the subject and 
preference for other First Arts subjects. 

 Learner experience  

 “I’ll probably drop it after this year. I just didn’t find it that great. It’s very much pinpointed at certain 
views and I don’t like that.” (MTB A1) 

“I’m going to drop it as soon as I can, I can’t wait to be rid of it. I think it’s a load of waffle and I hate 
doing all the readings. ....It’s just terrible and boring.” (MOB A5) 

“I think I’ll drop it because I’m finding it difficult and I want to lessen the volume of work I have for 
myself. I have the option to drop a subject so I’m thinking of dropping sociology and keeping up  
Subject F. The way I’m seeing it is that it is interesting to me but there is just so much reading...” (PKB 
A2)  

“I heard that it’s supposed to get harder in second year and that the theory gets a bit heavier so I 
won’t be keeping it on.” (MTA A3) 
 

 Sociology as third subject “gap filler”– intention to always drop 

“I just picked it for my third subject so I always planned on dropping it.” (KGC A3) 

“I’m dropping sociology. It was just never part of the plan to keep it on, I always planned on dropping 
it. I found the subject very interesting but I’m just not into all the reading so I think if I was to keep it 
on for two more years it would get to me. I don’t think I would be able to do a degree in it.” (MOA A2) 

“I’m dropping sociology as well. It wasn’t part of the plan to keep it on. I just needed to fill up the 
third subject. I want to do teaching as well so I’m doing Subject G and Subject C. To do teaching I 
have to keep them on.” (MOA A12) 

“I have only been doing Sociology because of the need to pick a third subject.” (MT23) 

 Future limitations/uncertainty about employment opportunities 

Students are unclear about future job prospects with a degree in Sociology. In particular, those 
planning on second-level teaching careers feel obliged to take subjects that are approved by the 
Teaching Council and that can enhance their chances of securing employment: 
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“I’m not too sure because I don’t know what I could get out of it career-wise. With Subject C 
you kind of pick up more practical skills.” (KGB A4)  

“I won’t keep it on because I don’t feel that there’s anything you can do with it afterwards. Maybe 
I’m wrong because I haven’t really looked into it but as far as I can see most subjects can offer you 
better job prospects.” (MTA A2) 

“I’m going to drop sociology. I do Subject A and Subject G so I don’t know if I continued with the 
sociology what kind of job I’d get. I think I’d just be making things difficult for myself. I never planned 
on continuing with it. The only reason I picked it was because I’m interested in journalism and I 
thought it would give me a better perspective on things. I’m happy that I did it but I just can’t see 
myself continuing with it because I can’t see what job I’d get out of it.” (MOA A7) 

“I’m not sure as well if I’m going to keep it on. I like it but I still don’t know what job opportunities 
will arise from it.” (MOA A12)  

“I want to do secondary school teaching so I’m going to keep on Subject G and Subject C.” (KGC A5) 

“I’m going to drop sociology because I do Subject C and Subject G and I want to continue on to 
become a teacher so I need to keep those two. It’s nothing against sociology, I do enjoy it, but I never 
planned on keeping it. It was a good subject ......to help me with my other subjects in first year.” 
(MOA A8) 

“I’m dropping sociology as well. It wasn’t part of the plan to keep it on, I just needed to fill up the 
third subject. I want to do teaching as well so I’m doing Subject G and Subject C. To do teaching I 
have to keep them on.” (MOA A12) 

“I want to teach Subject H and Subject G in second-level, so Sociology wouldn’t give me the 
capabilities to do so.” (KG17) 

“Sociology isn’t a subject to teach in secondary school.” (KG29) 

 Preference for other subjects  

Here students noted that sociology is incompatible with some single honours degree programmes 
for which they are candidates at the end of the first year.  Additionally,  students simply have a 
preference for other subjects in the First Arts programme:  

“Dropping if I get Subject B. I would prefer to do both though but Subject B is only available in single 
honours.” (JPBA A5) 
 
“My plan has always been to drop sociology because I want to get into the single honours Subject B 
course for second and third year.” (PGC A5) 
 
 “Dropping because I prefer my other subjects.” (JPBA A1) 

“I’m thinking of dropping it because I prefer my other two subjects which are Subject H and Subject C. 
I find sociology a bit difficult, sometimes I don’t really understand the readings.” (KGB A5) 

“I had always intended...studying Subject H and Subject A so I would like to continue with them.” 
(JP14) 
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Discontinuing  Politics 

Reasons for discontinuing Politics are similar to those proffered about Sociology.  Preferences for 
other subjects and a wish to pursue certain single honours subjects  were noted.  

“I wanted pure Subject M coming into this anyway.  Dropping or keeping subjects isn’t really relevant 
to me because I know I’m going into pure Subject N.” (NGA A2) 

“I think I’m going to stick with Subject I as a single honours subject.  I found the Politics interesting 
but I’d have a far greater interest in Subject I.” (AS A1) 

Some respondents also expressed the view that that the subject would involve “too much work.”  It 
required more challenging reading and complex language than other subjects, and ultimately, they 
had a preference for other subjects.  

“I’m going to drop it because it’s not really what I thought it was going to be. It’s a lot more 
theoretical than I was expecting. I also just prefer my other subjects so it’s not really that I have 
anything against politics I just want to stick with them more.” (NGA A1) 

“I won’t be taking it next year. It was probably my second choice when I came in because for me 
politics is something that’s very dynamic but a lot of stuff that we do is based in the past. I know you 
do need a grounding in the history of politics in order to get your head around it but it just isn’t really 
what I want to do and to be honest it isn’t really what was sold to me when I went to the open day. I 
still enjoy some aspects but I won’t be doing it next year.” (NGB A1) 

“I seem to be doing better at my other two subjects than I am at this so that’s the reason why I’ll 
drop it. I’m just getting better feedback with my other subjects.” (NGA A3) 

 

Ambivalence about subject choice  

32.1% of students were unsure as to whether they should continue or discontinue their study of 
Sociology.    In some instances students experience a dilemma in their subject choice for second year.  
Evidence from the Focus Groups discussions demonstrate that in some cases students feel 
compelled to continue with more ‘solid’ subjects (e.g. Subject C, Subject H, or a language subject) 
despite the fact that Sociology generates a more positive learner experience (i.e. they enjoy the 
subject and find it interesting). In other instances, they are drawn to Subjects in which it seems 
easier to achieve a higher grade.   Furthermore, negative learner experiences (e.g. difficulty with 
some curricular content, workload) leave some students fearful about continuing the subject beyond 
First Year.  

 Learner experience (e.g. grades, modules, workload compared to other subjects) 

“I’m not sure purely because the workload is more for sociology than for other subjects.” (KGB A1) 

“I don’t know if I’m going to keep it on or not. I find it the most challenging of the three subjects I’m 
doing but I knew it would be. That’s one of the reasons why I picked it. At the moment it’s very 
theoretical and I find some of the concepts hard to grasp. I do like the subject and I am enjoying it but 
as I say it is the most challenging one I’m doing. I’d like to think I’d keep it because I think it will be a 
challenge. One of the fears I have about continuing with it is if there’s statistics involved. I’m terrible 
at maths so if that’s involved I would be worried. That’s further down the road though.” (MOA A3) 

“I’m still a bit on the fence to be honest. I really love sociology but I really love Subject E  as well and 
to be honest I’m kind of getting better marks in Subject E so I’ll probably stick with that. I find it’s 



 
 

24 

harder to do as well in sociology than it is in Subject E and I don’t want to put too much pressure on 
myself being a mother with two kids... As I said I’m on the fence, it could go either way.” (MOA A4) 

“I still haven’t made up my mind yet. There’s just so much in it [Sociology] I’ll have to wait and see. 
Maybe I’ll see what the modules are like next year and I’ll decide after that. .” (MOA A5) 

“I do Subject E as well so I’m not sure what I’m going to do. There’s as much readings in subject E but 
I find sociology more interesting.” (MOA A13) 

“I’m enjoying Subject E and sociology equally but I’m kind of doing better in Subject E in terms of 
results so I’m kind of torn between which one I want to do. When I came here I knew I definitely 
wanted to do sociology and then Subject E was just an add-on. I’m getting about an extra 10% in my 
Subject E  essays though.” (PGA A2) 

“I’m undecided. I wanted to compete for Subject B but......even just sitting here with you wanting to 
hear our opinions is making me think that I don’t want to go into a department where they don’t 
want to hear your opinion. The sociology department want to hear what we have to say so they can 
make it better for us and for next year’s students. I think even that says it all.” (PGA A6) 

 “I think I’d probably keep it as well. At the beginning I thought I wanted to do social work but I still 
don’t really know. I’m kind of in between. I’m going to keep Subject H as well just to keep my options 
open.” (MOB A2) 

 Future considerations  

“I’m also unsure. It would depend on what modules I can do next year and what kind of job I can get 
out of it.” (MOA A15) 

“I’m sort of in between about it. I’d keep it because it’s interesting but I don’t really see where I could 
go with it at the end of my degree.” (MOA A1) 

“I suppose for me it depends on the field of work that I want to end up doing. I don’t mind the subject. 
I find it very helpful even when I’m writing essays for my other subjects.” (PGD A4) 

“I think I have to look into everything a bit more. My decision will purely be based on employment. I’d 
love to keep it on but my other two subjects seem more relevant in that regard.” (PGD A5) 

“I prefer my other subjects.  Few job prospects in Sociology.” (P52) 

 

Considering how Sociology may be relevant to their futures is interesting. A small sub-theme 
emerged during Focus Groups illustrating that the Sociology’s status as a “stand alone” subject 
seems weak.  Some students noted that Sociology needs to be supported and complemented by 
another subject. 

“It’s not like many people are going to actually become a sociologist so I think when you’re 
choosing it you have to put it alongside something else that will complement it. From where we’re 
sitting it’s hard to exactly where it would lead.” (KGA A2) 

“I don’t know anyone doing arts who chose sociology first. Most people choose it as a filler to do with 
another subject.” (KGA A3) 

“It would probably be better if you studied it with something else like Subject H.” (PGAB A6) 
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Part 3:  Benchmarking the quality of service to students  

 

3.1 Satisfaction with the Department 

Students were asked to respond to a satisfaction scale regarding six aspects of the Department: 

(1) The First Year Tutorial Programme (2) Module Content (3) Student Handbook (4)  Accessibility of 
Staff outside of class time (5)  Access to necessary Library Resources and (6) Moodle as an Online 
Teaching and Learning Resource 

Scale rating: Students were asked to rate these aspects of the Department according to four ratings.  

Very Satisfied Somewhat Satisfied Not at all Satisfied Not Applicable 

 

In order to have a general sense of how satisfied the students are with the Department the ‘Very 
Satisfied’ and ‘Somewhat Satisfied’ responses were merged to build a rank order of the six aspects of 
the Department under investigation. 

Within this consolidated rating scale, as the following table 3.1 illustrates, students appear most 
satisfied with the Tutorial Programme.  It is noteworthy however, that the satisfaction ratings across 
the board do not fall below 85%.  

Table 3.1 General Satisfaction with the Department 

Very Satisfied and Somewhat Satisfied 

Rank 1 2 3 4 5 6 

Department 
Aspect 

Tutorial 
Programme 

Moodle Student 
Handbook 

Module 
Content 

Accessibility of 
Staff Outside of 

Class Time 

Access to 
Necessary 

Library 
Resources 

% 98.2 94.1 93.2 89.3 86.9 85.2 

 

Some similarities and differences exist between the general analysis presented above and the 
picture that emerges when we isolate students’ ‘Very Satisfied’ responses (See Table 3.2).  The 
Tutorial Programme and Moodle retain their high rankings in 1st and 2nd place.  A shift occurs in 
terms of how students rate the Module Content – that aspect of the Department moves down the 
rank from 4th to 6th place.  Staff’s Accessibility moves up two places. 

In terms of the six aspects of the Department the students were asked to rate, the Tutorial 
Programme received the highest rating, followed closely by Moodle.  Considering the ‘Very Satisfied’ 
responses, the Module Content emerges as lowest.  This low ranking is explained by the particular 
challenges that new subject matter presents to students, particularly those straight from the school 
system and the perceived disconnect between first and second semesters that was identified in the 
qualitative data – these issues are discussed later in Part 4.  
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In terms of age more mature students (46.8%) reported being ‘Very Satisfied’ with the Module 
Content compared to the younger cohort (22.2%) and again more matures (72.3%) reported being 
‘very satisfied’ with the Accessibility of Staff compared to students in the younger age-group (47.7%). 
The same trend exists in relation to Access to Necessary Library Resources: 66.0% of mature 
students felt ‘very satisfied’ compared to only 36.4% of the younger group and Moodle (matures: 
83.0% were ‘very satisfied but only 59.1% of the younger group reported the same level of 
satisfaction. This indicates that mature students enter college with more motivation, are keener to 
master the subject area and make greater use of the resources that are available to them.  The 
following table 3.2 illustrates the rank order of the six aspects of the Department according to the 
‘Very Satisfied’ and ‘Somewhat Satisfied’ responses. 

Table 3.2 ‘Very Satisfied’ and ‘Somewhat Satisfied’ Ratings of the Department  

Very Satisfied 

Rank 1 2 3 4 5 6 

Department 
Aspect 

Tutorial 
Programme 

Moodle Accessibility 
of Staff 

Students 
Handbook 

Access to 
Library 

Resources 

Module 
Content 

% 65.6 64.4 52.9 50.9 42.6 27.4 

Somewhat Satisfied 

Rank 1 2 3 4 5 6 

Department 
Aspect 

Module 
Content 

Access to 
Library 

Resources 

Student 
Handbook 

Accessibility 
of Staff 

Tutorial 
Programme 

Moodle 

% 61.9 42.6 42.3 34.0 32.6 29.7 

 

Variation within the sample emerges.  Students who intended to study Sociology are slightly more 
‘Very Satisfied’ with aspects of the Department compared to the total population Generally, mature 
students have slightly more satisfaction (95.7%) compared to the younger cohort (87.5%). 

 

3.2  Tutorial Programme: case study of good practice 

 

 

 

 

 

Data collected reveals that students have very positive experiences of the Tutorial Programme which 
supports and enriches their teaching and learning experiences.  Indeed the Department’s 
commitment to developing important intellectual skills (critical analysis) and literacies (information 
literacy) supports students’ learning across other subject areas.  The Department is delivering on the 
objectives set out in the University’s Strategic Plan (2012-2017) which outlines the need for “A 
strong emphasis on the important intellectual skills of reflection, analysis, critical thinking and 
problem-solving” placing the Department in a strong position to respond to and lead on the 

Box 4 Key Finding:  Exemplary Practice  

98.2% of students are satisfied with the Tutorial Programme. The Tutorial Programme 

provides positive learner experiences, and a learning platform of benefit to students of 

Sociology and First Arts more generally.     
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“radically different model of undergraduate education”13 that is being implemented in the wake of 
the Curriculum Commission Report.  

The following section captures some of the reasons why students express such high levels of 
satisfaction with the Tutorial Programme.  

A valuable learning forum (perceptions) 

The benefits and value of ‘embedded’ learning supports such as tutorials are well recognised by 
most students.  Tutorials support their learning because they present an opportunity for some of 
their experienced difficulties to be addressed.  For example, when students struggle with the 
language of sociology the tutorial provides an opportunity to unpack the concepts and frameworks 
thus making the curricular content more accessible and understandable.  The same may be said for 
difficult and “long-winded” readings.  Additionally tutorials provide an opportunity for real and 
meaningful engagement (“active engagement”) with sociology curricula and indeed with their peers . 
In this way tutorials are recognised as being “a really good forum” (PKB A7).  Having their voice 
heard is important particularly within a small class setting compared to larger lectures which do not 
lend themselves to such engagement.  This factor was noted by Sociology and Politics students alike. 
Being offered “the chance to actually talk” (NGA A2) is important to students and illustrates that 
Department is committed to providing meaningful educational environments in which their students 
can develop their knowledge and skill base and feel appreciated.  These types of learning supports 
and environments have the potential to positively impact on students’ perceptions of Sociology.  
Indeed, the Department compares favourably to other Departments on campus through its provision 
of supported learning. 

“It increases your enjoyment of a module as well. I really enjoyed coming here and discussing the 
stuff and getting my argument across. It’s been my favourite part of sociology and it increases your 
enjoyment of a module. It gets you into the topics and you enjoy it much more.” (PGA A6) 

“...the tutorials are so helpful” (KGA A2) 

“Tutorials are run well and help me to gain a better understanding of lectures.” (P2) 

“The tutorials are the best part of it because you get to have discussions and debates with your peers. 
I think sometimes sitting in a lecture theatre can be quite boring so I think when you get the chance 
to actually talk to people that’s where you pick up a lot of the knowledge. (NGA A2 Politics)  

“There’s more of an emphasis on the tutorials for politics, with regards to learning from others. You 
kind of have to argue your point more. I think there’s kind of more group learning in politics as 
opposed to the other subjects that don’t use tutorials in the same way.” (NGA A2) 

 Acquisition of Skills  

Through the ‘Development of Skills’ element of the Tutorial programme, which specifically embeds 
information literacy, the Department supports learning in general and this was noted as an inspiring 
factor: 

“From tutorials I have developed that skill of taking those references and using them to find more 
information. Now it has actually improved my skills. So I’m happy that I took these tutorials with you. 
It’s helping me in all the modules. You give us those things to go to the library and research and 
actually I’m beginning to like it now. I know what I’m talking about now. I didn’t know what research 

                                                             
13 https://www.maynoothuniversity.ie/about-us/university-strategic-plan 

https://www.maynoothuniversity.ie/about-us/university-strategic-plan
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was before, I thought it was just going to google and typing it in. Now I actually know what research 
is.” (MOA A1) 

“For me it was referencing because when we started the year there’s no focus put on that in the 
lectures. Doing the tutorials really helped with that. It’s worth quite a lot of marks in the essays so it’s 
a really useful skill.” (MOA A8) 

“I find (the) tutorial very helpful, the method used helps us to develop skills of research in a better 
manner than other tutorials.” (MO36) 

The tutorial programme also facilitates the acquisition and development of other skills, for 
example presentation skills. 

“I think presentations as well because it really helps you to gain in confidence. I’ve learnt a lot from 
the tutorials as well and even trying to condense all the readings down and taking out the relevant 
information, all that’s helpful.” (MOA A6) 

“For me it’s probably the presentation skills. When I was in secondary school I never would have been 
able to get up and make a presentation. With the discussion leader...it really helped with my 
confidence.” (MOA A7) 

“With the Politics tutorials you get very comfortable voicing your opinion in front of other people, 
which is a really good skill to have.” (NGA A3) 

 

3.3 Teaching and Learning  

Assessing students’ experiences of teaching and learning Sociology in first year can be understood 
through interpreting their comparative opinions of:(1) Students experience in the Department when 
compared to their experiences in other Departments, (2) Students overall learner experience, (3) 
How students rate the complexity of the subject matter compared to other subjects they are 
studying and (4) Examining whether or not students feel they have acquired skills through Sociology.   

Department of Sociology compared to other subject Departments. 

Question 12 on the questionnaire invited students to rate their experience of the Department of 
Sociology compared to their experiences of other subject Departments.  This was measured in terms 
of (a) the Quality of Teaching and Learning, (b) Learning Experience and (c) Relevance beyond Higher 
Education.  The scale offered students four options by which they could rate the Department: On 
Average Better, Similar, On Average less favourable and Not Applicable.  

 

 

 

The following table provides a general overview of student responses. 

 

 

 

Box 5 Key Findings:   

Students rate Sociology Department as mostly similar to other 

Departments 

About one-fifth of students rate the Sociology Department more highly than other 

Departments.  

On average 59% of students report similar experiences in the Sociology Department 

compared to other Departments 

‘Similar’ and ‘On Average Better’ experiences in the Sociology Department compared to other 

Departments were noted by 

85.1% of students in relation to the Quality of Teaching 
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Table 3.4 Experiences of the Department of Sociology compared to other subject Departments   
Values represent the % of responses   

% On Average 
Better 

Similar On Average, less 
favourable 

Not 
Applicable 

Quality of Teaching and 
Learning 
(n=222) 

20.7 
(46) 

64.4 
(143) 

14.9 
(33) 

- 

Learning Experience 
(n=223) 

17.9 
(40) 

60.1 
(134) 

22.0 
(49) 

- 

Relevance beyond Higher 
Education 

(n=221) 

22.6 
(50) 

52.5 
(116) 

22.1 
(49) 

2.7 
(6) 

Average 20.4 
 

59.0 19.7 - 

 

On average 59% of students reported that their experience in the Department of Sociology is similar 
to their experiences in other Departments.  One-fifth (20.4%) of students reported better 
experiences and almost the same (19.7%) reported experiences that were less favourable when 
compared to their other subject Departments. No statistically significant association was evident 
between a student’s intentions to study sociology and their experiences of the department 
compared to other departments. 

Learner Experience 

The qualitative data illustrates that students enjoy Sociology.  Students find the subject interesting 
and are pleased that Sociology broadens their ability to think critically about the world around them.  
As some noted it “helps you open up your mind” (MTB A4), “question things” and be critical – “gives 
us the tools to analyse” (PKB  A9).  Many noted that it met their expectations and were happy to be 
studying sociology.  Respondents praised aspects of the curriculum, the teaching style (e.g. using real 
life examples) and the passion of lecturers for their subject matter:  

“Brilliant subject that should be introduced at an earlier stage of education.” (P32) 

“It’s very much about everyday stuff” (JPBA A1)  

“I actually enjoyed all the lectures and they were a lot better than they sounded at the Open Day” 
(JPBB A1) 

“It makes you think a lot more about everything you read or watch. The thought process that we’re 
trying to develop with sociology, it makes you understand more about just everyday life.” (KGA A2) 

“it’s lived up to my expectations” (MTB A3) 

“The lecturers are very passionate when they’re teaching us. They try to keep everyone engaged. You 
can tell that they’re very passionate about their subjects.” (KGC A4) 

Sociology also has provided some students with a solid foundation for their other subjects 
specifically Subject K.  “I think especially for us doing Subject K, you need to be able to understand 
the nature of social groups and everything. How else could you go into Subject K? I think it gives you 
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a good foundation to get into that.” (KGA A3).  The support that sociology provides to other subjects 
emerges as a strength. “The research aspect as well helps you with other subjects. We’re spending so 
much time looking at the way people collect data and I think it helps with writing essays for all of the 
other subjects.” (KGB A4) 

Some students recognised the relevance of Sociology particularly in terms of the skills the subject 
develops.  One student attributed their progression through to the second round of a job interview 
to recent skills development: 

“I had a job interview last week and I got to the second round of the interviews. One thing that they 
asked me about was sociology and what I thought about it. It really helped because they put us into 
groups and gave us scenarios and you had to critically think. I don’t think I would have done so well 
at that if sociology hadn’t changed my mind-set.” (PGA A6) 

“If I was an employer and I was looking to employ someone I think I would definitely be impressed 
with a sociology graduate because they will know how to think for themselves and really analyse.” 
(PGA A5) 

“It should be very attractive to advertising companies I think because it tells you exactly what people 
want.” (PKB A2) 

“I’m not being ageist here but I think it would help younger people especially. They go out into the 
labour market with a more informed mind after studying sociology. I think that if you have a degree 
or masters in it you will go places.” (PGA A1) 

Learner Experience in Politics 

Positive learner experiences were reported by some Politics students.  They relate to the curricular 
content. As one student noted this is important for encouraging students to continue studying it in 
second year. 

“Talking about civil rights issues in Northern Ireland and trade unions is brilliant because it relates to 
everybody in some way. That’s what gets people interested in politics, rather than theories from four-
hundred or so years ago. If you’re thinking about it in terms of getting students to stick with politics 
for second year then that’s not going to help matters.” (NGB A3) 

“There was one topic we did last semester with Lecturer X. There was one class where X gave us 
various facts about international politics, stuff like which country has the largest parliament, which 
country has the smallest, which country has the most women in parliament. I found those figures 
quite interesting and I went looking into that a bit more to see how all that data was collected.” (AS 
A2) 
 
“The most interesting things have been the topics we have to do assignments on, they’re quite 
interesting.” (NGA A3) 
 
“I think just getting to know the overall way that society and government works was probably the 
best thing I’ve ever done.” (NGA A1) 
 

Another noted the beneficial nature of the practical aspects of the Politics course which enhanced 
and enriched the learner experience.  Fieldtrips specifically were mentioned as a strength within the 
Politics modules. 
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“The trips are always good.  The trip to the Dáil was kind of inspiring and it was much better than 
learning from a PowerPoint presentation.” (NGB A1) 

“Seeing it in practice puts things into perspective a bit more.” (NGB A2) 

Compared to experiences in another Department one student reported a positive learning 
experience in Politics: 

“It’s quite similar to Subject F in terms of the structure. We have lectures and tutorials for discussion. 
It’s quite hands on which is good. Subject J isn’t like that at all. The learning experience of politics has 
been very good, especially outside of lectures.” (NGA A1) 

Similarly, Politics compared more favourable to other subjects because students seemed happy with 
the pace of teaching and learning during the Politics lectures. 

“I can see where this course is going. It doesn’t change hugely and you can keep on track even if 
you’re stuck on certain topics. With other courses it’s kind of like it’s on fast forward mode.” (AS A3) 

 

3.4 Knowledge and Skills Acquisition  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Complexity of Subject Matter in Sociology 

Students noted that there is a certain complexity associated with Sociology compared to other 
subjects.  75.2% of students noted that the complexity of subject matter in Sociology was ‘somewhat 
difficult’ and 10.6% noted it was ‘very difficult’.  In terms of age more mature students (83.0%) 
reported that it was ‘somewhat difficult’ compared to the younger age-group (71.8%). In contrast,  
11.5% of the younger group noted that it was ‘very difficult’ compared to only 6.4% of the mature 
student cohort.  This indicates again that mature students are more prepared for the subject, and 
more willing to take on the challenge that is entailed.  

14.2% said Sociology was ‘not difficult’ with slightly more males (16.2%) than females (12.8%) 
offering this response.  The qualitative data illustrates that students experience difficulties with 
regards to sociological concepts, language and readings. These issues along with others emerged in 
relation to less positive learner experiences. This is further explored in Part 4. 

Acquiring skills through Sociology   

Students were asked about a specific skill set that included (1) Understanding of sociological 
concepts/language, (2) Critical analysis of sociological texts, (3) How we use evidence to build an 

Box 6 Key Finding:   

Sociology is academically challenging  

85.8% of students noted some degree of difficulty with regard to the 

‘complexity’ of studying Sociology compared to other subjects. 



 
 

32 

argument and (4) Writing effectively including correct referencing.  The following table gives an 
overview of student responses. 

 

Table 3.5 Acquiring Skills through Sociology (Q11) 

 To a large 
degree % 

Somewhat  
% 

Not at all  
% 

Not 
Applicable 

% 

Understanding of 
sociological 
concepts/language 
(n=223) 

27.8 63.2 9.0 - 

Critical analysis of 
sociological texts 
(n=222) 

13.5 73.0 13.5 - 

How we use evidence to 
build an argument  
(n=223) 

39.0 55.2 5.8 - 

 Writing effectively 
including correct 
referencing  
(n=223) 

30.5 56.1 13.0 0.4 

 

Acquiring skills through Sociology is a complex, multi-layered issue.  As noted earlier part of the 
success attributed to the Tutorial Programme is that it develops these skills.  However the data here 
reveals that the percentage of students claiming they have acquired this skill set 'to a large degree' is 
not as high as might be expected.  13.5% of students claim to have acquired the skill of critical 
analysis of sociological texts to a large degree.  Generally more students are claiming to have 
acquired these skills ‘somewhat’, which is understandable given that students are being surveyed in 
their first year of college when they are still making the transition to Higher Education, and coming 
to terms with new learning models. 

While no major gender differences can be reported here slightly more males (35.5%) reported that 
they felt that they have acquired the skill of Understanding Sociological Concepts ‘to a large degree’ 
compared to females (23.8%).  In terms of age more mature students believe they have acquired all 
four skills ‘to a large degree’ compared to those in the younger age-group.  

In terms of the association between intention to study sociology (Q3) and whether students believed 
they have acquired these skills a significant association was detected between intention and two of 
the measures here (understanding sociological concepts/language and critical analysis) but the 
effect was small in both cases. Nevertheless, it indicates that a high level of motivation can lead to 
better student outcomes in terms of skills acquisition. 

Table 3.6 Acquiring Skills through Sociology x Age-group 

% of students who 
have acquired 
skills ‘To a large 
degree’ 

Understanding of 
sociological 

concepts/language 

Critical analysis of 
sociological texts 

How we use 
evidence to build 

an argument 

Writing effectively 
including correct 

referencing 
 

Mature 23+ yrs 44.7 21.3 44.7 36.2 

17-22 yrs 23.3 11.4 37.5 29.0 
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 Departmental Strength : Developing Critical Thinking 

When compared to other Departments some students noted that developing the skills of critical 
thinking forms part of their positive learning experiences. 

“That’s one thing I like about sociology. You can have an opinion, as long as it’s backed up. One of 
the things I dislike about Subject E is that you can’t really have an opinion unless you’re an expert.” 
(PGA A3)  

“With a lot of my other subjects your taught something and told that’s the way it is, rather than 
sociology where you’re encouraged to be critical about things a bit more. There’s more space for 
opinion, rather than learning stuff off and regurgitating it.” (PGB A3) 

“Sociology helps you to develop arguments and think critically in a way that other subjects don’t.  
That’s a skill that you can use in multiple disciplines.” (PGA A4).   

“I think it’s kind of enlightening because it allows you to look at stuff a bit deeper.  The tools you get 
from sociology help you to understand things a lot better.” (PKC A1) 

A Politics student noted that “I’d say that politics has trained us to critically analyse more. We might 
have had that skill before coming into college but it has taught us how to use those skills.” (AS A1) 

 

 Departmental Strength: Developing Information Literacy Skills (Writing effectively 
including correct referencing) 

Information Literacy (IL) is a knowledge base, not simply a skill set, within Library and Information 
Sciences (LIS).  It is more important now than ever for effective teaching and learning in higher 
education.  It is concerned with searching for information, evaluating information, differentiating 
between different types of information, using information in the production of one’s work, citing 
and referencing and compiling bibliographies.  It is not to be confused with IT skills.  The places and 
spaces where students now search for information go far beyond examining their course reading 
lists.  Indeed the ways in which they do this has also changed, the use of various digital devices are 
now the norm when conducting searches.  While this enhances our teaching and learning it also has 
the potential to pose a challenge.  There is no doubt that the web has been beneficial in terms of the 
“democratisation of information” as it gives people access to a world of information (Brabazon, 
2007).  However, when Information Literacy levels are low and Information Literacy is not embedded 
in curricula negative consequences can arise.  For example, students may not be able to differentiate 
between authoritative, peer-reviewed information and ‘popular’ information.  Seeing students’ work 
peppered with ‘popular’ online references is not uncommon.  Therefore the need to embed 
Information Literacy in curricula is evident because Information Literacy, indeed lack thereof, has an 
impact in higher education (Antonesa, 2014).  In fact incorporating IL into the curriculum has the 
potential to support learning ‘across the board’. The Department of Sociology successfully integrates 
Information Literacy into its First Year Tutorial Programme and students recognise its benefits in 
terms of how it supports learning in other areas.  They also noted that in this way the Department is 
perceived more favourably compared to other Departments. 
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“I’ve found learning how to the proper citation really helpful. Before that I wasn’t doing very well in 
my essays. This module went into it a lot and others didn’t really at all so that’s been so helpful.” 
(MOA A5) 

“For me it was referencing because when we started the year there’s no focus put on that in the 
lectures. Doing the tutorials really helped with that. It’s worth quite a lot of marks in the essays so 
it’s a really useful skill.” (MOA A8)  

“Sociology seems to be the only discipline that really focuses on referencing as well.” (MOA A9) 
 

“With the last assignment, looking up different references in an article makes it much easier when 
you’re writing an essay because you can do more research on it. It’s kind of developing IT skills and 
research skills.” (MOB A2) 

 
“We’re developing research citation skills.” (PKD A2) 

“I think it’s really helped me to become more academic in my essays. I know at the start I wasn’t 
academic at all and I didn’t understand citation or how to use it at all. I might have had a lot of 
ideas but I didn’t know how to back them up. Now when I’m doing an essay it’s much more 
academic.” (PGA A2)  

 

 Departmental Strength: Developing Other Skills 
 
Research skills 

“You learn to collect data and analyse it and you can give your opinion of it. Lots of people who think 
they can do that but they can’t. It also gets rid of whatever preconceptions you might have had.” 
(JPBA A5) 

“I think our research skills are being developed.” (KGB A1) 

“I’ve found learning how to the proper citation really helpful. Before that I wasn’t doing very well in 
my essays. This module went into it a lot and others didn’t really at all so that’s been so helpful.” 
(MOA A5) 

Writing skills 

“I chose the ‘A’ module rather than the ‘B’ (module) and we have an essay. The way that X (lecturer) 
is doing it now is X actually correcting the introduction and the brain storm before you actually get 
stuck into the essay. I think that helps a lot because you could be writing an essay and think you’re on 
the right track and then it could be totally wrong. At least this way we know we’re going in the right 
direction. It’s really helpful.” (PKD A7) 

“In Subject H we wouldn’t have any essays so this is the only subject I would learning how to put 
essays together in.” (JPBA A1) 

“I’ve become a lot more critical in my essays. If I think back to essays I did in secondary school it was 
literally just regurgitating information but now I’m actually analysing that information.” (PGA A3) 

Reading skills 

“Your reading skills do develop. You come to be able to read a piece of writing and pick out the most 
relevant information.” (MTA A2) 
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“Active reading is something that I have learnt. Rather than just passively reading something I will 
take notes now. I think that’s building on the critical nature of sociology as well.” (MOA A1) 

“I know it sounds stupid but I think we are developing reading skills. You have to learn which parts 
are the most important and which pages you can just skim through. You have to be able to do that in 
order to keep up to date with the reading.” (PKD A1) 
 
Presentation skills 

“I’d say presentation skills. In another subject  we were given a presentation to do and it was literally 
just given to us, there was no support or training. We were just expected to get up. I did an access 
course last year so I was given some basic training. For people who didn’t do that I thought it was too 
much to expect. With you, you gave us a lot of support with regards to presentation skills.” (MOA A2) 

“I think presentations as well because it really helps you to gain in confidence. I’ve learnt a lot  from 
the tutorials as well and even trying to condense all the readings down and taking out the relevant 
information, all that’s helpful.” (MOA A6) 

“For me it’s probably the presentation skills. When I was in secondary school I never would have been 
able to get up and make a presentation. With the discussion leader things it really helped with my 
confidence.” (MOA A7) 

Personal development: Confidence 

“I do Subject K and Subject I as well. In Subject K we would talk a lot about society and things and in 
Subject I you just kind of do your assignments and get on with it. I think with sociology it’s everyday 
things and it would come up more in conversation and you feel like you have a basic knowledge of it. 
I’m 8 or 9 years out of education and I just feel like I’m more willing to partake in a conversation 
about everyday issues and I can debate about it a bit more.” (PKB A2) 

 

3.5 Departmental Communication  

Students reported positive feedback in terms of attending Open Days and lectures during 
Orientation Week.  The Department’s efforts at this level encourage the uptake of both Sociology 
and Politics and this was noted earlier in Part 2.  Students enjoy meeting with staff at these events 
and attending lectures. 

“I wasn’t intending to do it but a few of the lads were doing it and they sort of sold it to me. I was 
doing Subject M but I went to a couple of sociology lectures and I changed over. I didn’t like Subject 
M at all and I preferred the look of sociology.” (KGC A5) 

“To be honest I didn’t have any idea what sociology was. It was kind of hit and miss. At the beginning 
you could go to those lectures where people were kind of selling their subjects. I just kind of walked in 
and thought it sounded good.” (MTA A1) 

“Coming to the open day and talking to other mature students there was just great feedback on the 
subject. I had chosen two subjects already and I wasn’t really sure on my last one and talking to the 
people at the open day really helped me make a decision.” (PKB A7) 

“I looked at the module content on the website before I came to any of the open days. The way it was 
explained there attracted me to the subject and I thought it would go well with other subjects I was 
studying. It made it clear to me what would be included in the course.” (PKB A11) 
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“I went to the orientation day lecture and I liked the sound of it so that’s why I chose to study it. I 
was going to do history but sociology just sounded a bit more interesting at the time.” (PKD A6)  

“I always had in my head to do politics before I came. I don’t know any other students who do politics 
that I could have spoken to but I went to the talks that were on during orientation week. There 
wasn’t many people there. It was X doing the talk and I liked X and X  made it sound really interesting. 
That was why I chose it.” (NGA A3) 

“Originally I wasn’t going to take politics. I went to the first Subject G lecture I had and I didn’t like it. 
I had gone to the talks that were going on for orientation week and X was giving the talk and I 
actually quite enjoyed it. Then I went to a politics lecture and I really enjoyed that as well so I 
changed from Subject G to politics. It was kind of a spur of the moment thing I suppose. It wasn’t 
what I expected to do. I had also compared the assessment methods for both Subject G and politics 
and I preferred the assessment for politics. There’s more continuous assessment for politics and I that 
seemed better.” (NGB A1) 

 

Part 4.  Identifying ongoing challenges   

The Department of Sociology can strengthen its teaching and learning by reflecting on issues and 
areas where improvements can be made.  Areas of improvement emerge from a consideration of 
the very small minority of disappointing learner experiences recorded.  

4.1 Feeling dissatisfied and identifying areas for development within the Department. 

Table 4.1 Dissatisfaction with the Department 

Not at all Satisfied 

Rank 1 2 3 4 5 

Department 
Aspect 

Access to 
Library 

Resources 

Module 
Content 

Student 
Handbook 

Moodle Accessibility 
of Staff 

Tutorial 
Programme 

% 14.3 10.8 5.9 5.9 4.6 1.8 

Frequency (32) (24) (13) (13) (10) (4) 

 

Access to Library Resources:  A relatively small minority of students reported dis-satisfaction with 
access to library resources, but this was not brought up in Focus Group discussions. However 
initiatives undertaken by some staff members in terms of assistance with reading material was 
noted and appreciated. 

“X and Y had a system where they put stars beside each reading depending on how important it was. 
It was a rating system.  It’s nice to have the extra stuff there so that you can look at it if you need it 
but you still know what the most important things are.”  (PKD A5) 

Satisfaction with Module Content:  Only one tenth of respondents reported that they were ‘Not at 
all Satisfied’ with module content.  This issue is multi-layered and related to a number of issues that 
emerged during the Focus Groups Discussions such as difficulties experienced with regard to 
understanding concepts, disconnect between first and second semester, misunderstanding of 
tutorial structure – i.e. Tutorials are generic but they draw resource material largely from two of the 
four modules offered in First Year. Students therefore feel that they are less supported in two of the 
modules. Additionally students feel that the breadth of some subjects areas and supports such as 
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material posted on Moodle are at times overwhelming.  However, this needs to be set against the 
earlier point (see section 3.4: Knowledge and Skills Acquisition), that feeling overwhelmed by 
resource materials may be related to low levels of Information Literacy.  Consequently, students 
themselves may be unable to effectively evaluate and thus make confident decisions about what 
material to use as they progress through the various modules. More students in the younger age-
group (12.5%) reported feeling ‘Not at all Satisfied’ with the Module Content compared to the 
mature group (4.3%). It is very likely that the latter group are more prepared for the work involved in 
mastering a new discipline. 

 

4.2 The Learner Experience 

About one-fifth of students (19.7%) noted that their experiences at the Department were less 
favourable compared to other subject Departments and slightly more males (27.5%) than females 
(18.9%) held this view.   Clear differences were noted amongst the different age groups with more of 
the younger cohort reporting less favourable experiences in the Department compared to other 
Departments across all three measures (Quality of Teaching, Learning Experience and Relevance 
beyond Higher Education).   

Table 4.2 Learner Experience x Age-group 

% of students who reported ‘On 
average less favourable’ 
experiences at the Department 
compared to other Departments 

Quality of Teaching Learning 
Experiences 

Relevance Beyond 
Higher Education 

Mature 23+ yrs 4.3 12.8 14.9 

17-22 yrs 17.7 24.4 24.0 

 

Examining the Learner Experience relates to students perceptions of the complexity of the subject 
matter.  This emerged from examining Question 9 on the questionnaire where students were asked 
to rate the complexity of the subject matter according to a ‘Not Difficult’, ‘Somewhat Difficult’ and 
‘Very Difficult’ rating.  It also relates to students’ perceptions about whether they feel they have 
acquired a specific set of skills through Sociology.  

Complexity of the Subject Matter (Q9) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Box 7 Key Finding:   

Challenges of third-level transitioning  

85.8% of students noted some degree of difficulty in terms of how they perceive the 

‘complexity’ of Sociology compared to other subjects. 

The complexity of the subject relates to the learner experience e.g.  sociological concepts 

and language, lack of opportunities to learn material ‘off by heart’ and their ability to 

acquire skills. 
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The qualitative data highlights a number of areas where students experience difficulty in Sociology.  
This presents a challenge for the Department in terms of its teaching and learning. They find some 
sociological concepts difficult to grasp and this is associated with the complex language used.  
Consequently, some feel lost during lectures. This was also noted among the Politics group. Outside 
of lectures, complex language and long readings are also identified as challenging.  While the success 
of the tutorial programme illustrates that it is an important learning forum, complex language and 
concepts that are difficult to grasp have the potential to negatively impact on students’ learning 
experiences.  Another interesting factor associated with the complexity of sociology is that when 
compared to other subjects very little material in sociology can be learned “off by heart”.  This 
means that, for some, the subject is difficult to grasp.  In this way Sociology appears “more up in the 
air” (KGA A4).  This impacts in turn on another aspect of the learner experience that was criticised: 
modules that are assessed by 100% exam.   

Difficult concepts, language and readings 

For a small minority of students, the language of Sociology and Politics emerges as problematic and 
negatively impacts on the learner experience.  Indeed it is a source of concern and worry for some 
students with some noting that it is their biggest challenge in sociology.  Interestingly one student 
internalised this difficulty believing it to be “my own problem” (KGA A1):   

“Just the wording of stuff. I know the lecturers do try to break it down to the simplest of English but 
sometimes they kind of do go off and I don’t know what they’re talking about. I’d struggle a lot with 
vocabulary and different words and I find that I know what I’m trying to say but I just struggle to get 
it across. I know I’ll never get high marks because it’s something that I’m lacking in and I’d love if 
someone could just explain it to me in a more basic way. I find that really difficult but I suppose 
that’s my own problem.” (KGA A1) 

“Some of the tutorials are as bad as the lecture for going over people’s heads. Not everybody is up 
to speed with academic language so I actually think that point is very relevant. Some people may 
just need an extra bit of help. I would also say that the sociology classes are quite big so to deal with 
that in the tutorial when you only have an hour could be quite difficult. I think you would possibly 
need to provide a bit more help for certain people. Not everybody needs an extra bit of help but it 
would be good if that resource is there. (KGA A2) 

“Simpler use of language by lecturers in lectures would make understanding the concepts a lot 
easier.” (MO32) 

“Some of the tougher concepts in Sociology that are harder to understand could be broken down in 
tutorials to cover both modules.  I’m not sure I’m getting all the concept(s).” (P1)  

“I find it very difficult to understand the terminology therefore I find it hard to understand most 
concepts...” (P38) 

“The language is very complex as well.  I think we could have got more help with that.” (NGB A6 – 
Politics) 

“Last semester I found that a lot of the reading was very dense and there was a lot of language that I 
found puzzling in it.  There were a lot of phrases and terms being used that I didn’t understand.  That 
was very challenging.” (AS A3) 

Directly related to the difficulty experienced with sociological concepts, theory and language is the 
issue of difficult readings.  One student noted that this type of challenge is internalised and another 
noted that “With the language I feel really stupid sometimes when I’m reading because I can’t 
understand it.” (PGB A3).  
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The length of some readings was also highlighted as problematic - there is a tendency “to lose 
interest halfway through” (PGC A10).  This challenge has implications for students’ general learner 
experience in Sociology with one student stating that  

“The readings in general have been very hard.  It just takes so long to get through them and when 
you have other subjects as well it can be a bit overwhelming” (PGB A1)  

The provision of notes to assist with ‘breaking down’ this type of content, an initiative that is 
undertaken in other Departments, was highlighted and would have a positive impact on students’ 
ability to engage with other aspects of the course (e.g. essay writing).  Providing assistance in this 
way would mean:  

“When we started Subject E, for a few of the readings the lecturer would kind of write a brief couple 
of notes helping us to understand what the main points were. It was just so advanced so it was 
really helpful.” (KGA A1) 

“I think that would be very good. If you read those notes and then went back over the reading it 
made it so much easier to grasp. Even if it was just a couple of key words.” (KGA A2) 

“I know it might be hard to get the resources for more classes or tutorials and that kind of thing but 
small stuff like writing up short guides would be so helpful and it wouldn’t be that time consuming. 
They would only have to do it once as well and then it would always be there for the next people 
coming in.” (KGA A3) 
 
“I think if we were given a few notes to read at the end of a reading it would make it a bit easier; just 
going through the important points.” (KGC A2) 
 
A Politics student also noted that the readings were difficult to understand and another noted that 
complex readings are unsuitable during the first semester.  Indeed this student noted that too much 
time was spent on reading and this limited their ability to meaningfully engage with the subject 
matter. 
 
“Politics did appeal to me but the readings are very heavy and the language is difficult to understand. 
I thought there would be more case studies involved, which would make it easier to get to grips with 
but that doesn’t really happen in the lectures.” (NGB A1) 
 
“It comes back to readings for me. In the first semester there were so many of them and they were so 
complicated. I had to leave a lot of them out because I had so much else to do and I was spending too 
much time on the readings. I think it was just a bit too much for people just starting out in the 
subject, especially in the first semester.” (NGB A5) 
 
“The reading have been the biggest challenge.  When you’re not used to reading political language 
it’s a bit of a jump.  You do get used to it but at the start it’s a big challenge.” (NGA A2) 
 
“I think the main challenge has been the readings and trying to link them into your own work.” (NGA 
A1) 
 
 

Nothing to “learn off by heart” 

Difficulties arise for a small minority of students when they are required to independently interpret 
and critically analyse sociological works:   
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“I find sociology harder.  For Subject E and Subject K you have concrete information, whereas with 
sociology it’s a bit more open to interpretation. Subject E (is) much more structured, which makes it 
easier to write an essay. In sociology I don’t even know where to start sometimes.” (KGC A1) 

Negative perceptions about sociology and its complexity compared to other subjects are also linked 
to the fact that some students are of the opinion that Sociology offers few opportunities to learn 
material “off by heart”.  Consequently students perceived this is a challenge and when compared to 
other subjects, and makes sociology relatively more difficult.    

“Sociology is really hard to get concrete facts to learn off by heart in sociology, so you can’t just really 
learn stuff off by heart” (KGA A5).     

“There’s no right or wrong answer with sociology really.  With other subjects it can be more 
dependent on facts.  You can’t just learn stuff off by heart with sociology” (KGB A1) 

“It’s completely different. I’m doing Subject H and Subject J for my other subjects and they’re more 
learning off by heart and it is just the way it is. With this you’re getting a load of different people’s 
opinions and you have to review them and then argue against or for certain positions. It’s much more 
complicated than other subjects where you just have to learn things off. I found having to cite all the 
different theorists in the exam very difficult.” (PGD A1) 

“I’m doing Subject H and Subject M so I kind of feel like with those it’s either right or wrong. I kind of 
prefer that because you just learn it and I find sociology much more airy-fairy. That’s why I don’t like 
it. I find some of the essays really hard to write because I don’t know what they’re looking for, 
whereas with Subject M it was so much easier.” (PKC A4)  

This then emerges as a challenge when working at the subject and presents opportunities for 
negative learning experiences , especially when coming to terms with the first essay assignment:    

 “For our essay we’re supposed to approach the topics in a sociological way but I don’t think I’ve 
learnt how to do that. I just write my essays as a kind of review. I don’t know what they’re looking for 
when they say to critique something sociologically. I think we were just told to do our essays in that 
way without being taught how. I think the way you have to write an essay for sociology is very 
different to other subjects.” (PGD A1) 

Independent thought and framing one’s opinion in a sociological way seems to be problematic for 
some students and this helps to understand why only 13.5% of students believe they have ‘to a large 
degree’ acquired the skill of critical analysis of sociological texts (see Table 3.5). 

The need for more time on teaching skills was noted in both Sociology and Politics and this also 
relates to the stated need for more practical teaching methods and practical topics in order to teach 
research skills: 

“You should have more classes just for the basic skills in sociology, like essay writings and thinking 
sociologically. I think it would be good if we just had a class on the basics at the start of the year. 
Doing (Module A) in the first semester would have helped a bit with that. I would have gotten more 
out of the other subjects if we had done it that way.” (PGD A1) 

A politics student noted that learning certain skills (reading, critical analysis) was self-taught and 
learning these was difficult.  In this instance the tutorial programme did not provide a solid platform 
in which to support this type of skill acquisition. 

“I think the first two modules last semester were a lot of hard work. I thought they were really 
difficult and that even in the tutorials they could have showed us how to break down a reading and 
what to look for. We had to work it out ourselves and the whole thing about critical analysis was self-
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taught. I had to work that one out myself. I do Subject A and they have a first year module where 
they really take you by the hand and show you how to properly critically engage with the material. I 
felt politics was very hard work. If you’re trying to engage people in politics I don’t think they’re going 
about it the right way.” (NGB A2) 

The difficulties experienced by some Politics students particularly in relation to Information Literacy 
is worthy of consideration here.  Elements of Information Literacy were noted and implicated in the 
challenges faced by some.  Producing an assignment and being cognisant of Information Literacy 
takes some students out of their “comfort zone”. One student commented that the biggest 
challenge of studying Politics was  

“I would say it was doing the first assignment. The referencing absolutely killed me. You have to 
reference absolutely everything in a weird style and it changes if you’re referencing a book or a 
website or an article. It’s especially difficult if you’re referencing an article that was posted up on 
moodle. Half the time the information that you need for referencing isn’t up on moodle. You have to 
just leave it out then and you lose marks for that.” (AS A1)    

Another suggested a possible improvement to the module in this regard 

“It would be good if we even had one class when people were doing their assignments where there 
was somebody actually showing us how to do the referencing.” (AS A1) 
 

Assessment in Sociology 

The assessment structure in Sociology was criticised, specifically when a terminal exam was the only 
form of assessment.  This not only impacts on students' learning experiences, it affects students’ 
perceptions of particular modules.  Students felt less stressed and reported more positive learner 
experiences when they could approach an exam knowing that “a few marks (were) in the bag from 
the essay” (JPBB A3).  They compared their experiences of Sociology to other subjects that offer 
more meaningful forms of assessment such as Subject E where students conduct a practical research 
assignment.   

The Department would readily provide more continuous assessments and feedback on assignments 
but this is currently not possible given the high student numbers, current work allocation among 
permanent staff members and relatively small budget for tutorial/marking work.  

“For the two modules with 100% exams and no tutorials I feel like the information is just kind of 
thrown at you and then you’re on your own. My other subjects don’t really have that. I think it would 
help a lot if there was more continuous assessment. It’s very daunting for it all to depend on one 
exam at the end of the year.” (PDK A4) 

“An awful lot of people failed the second course or got really low marks on the basis that there was 
no continuous assessment and there was no tutorial. I can see that happening again this semester in 
the X module. You’re coming out of it after two hours and feeling really overwhelmed. I don’t know 
anything about it and I’m going to have to sit a two hour exam at the end of the year. It shouldn’t be 
so imbalanced.” (KGA A1) 

“The 100% exam was really hard. I know people did OK in it in the end but you kind of did panic going 
into it. Especially for the first semester of first year. I think a bit of continuous assessment or 
something would have helped, just to kind of reassure you that you’re not going to fail even if the 
exam doesn’t go well. Even if we had a tutorial, we would know that we have at least 10% going in.” 
(PGB A6) 
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“I was much more relaxed studying for the sociology exam where we had a few marks in the bag 
from the essay, whereas for the other one I was pulling my hair out.” (JPBB A3) 

An international student noted: 

“I don’t know if I am really developing many research skills. At my university at home in Germany we 
would write many more papers but here, it’s mostly exams. I had to do more research and find 
sources of information on my own. It was based more on your own ideas and I think that’s much 
better than here. Learning for an exam means I will forget that information afterwards, especially 
when there’s so many. If I do a paper I will remember that information because I have had to source 
all of the information myself and develop the ideas.” (PKC A3) 

Some students wanted more focus on the exam in lectures closer to exam times.  This may be 
interpreted as a ‘legacy issue’ that is transferring over to higher education from the post-primary 
sector.  Indeed it relates to previous research about the impact of high stakes tests among post-
primary school students in Ireland (Smyth and Banks, 2012).  The authors noted that students were 
satisfied with innovative teaching styles and deviation from the set curriculum in non-exam years.  
However, when a high stake test looms large they expected a narrower and more focused teaching 
style and adherence to specific aspects of the curriculum in order to prepare for the exam. It 
remains a major challenge to move students on from such a utilitarian approach to their education 
and development: 

“I think that for Subject K and Subject E in the assignments they help us more with our assignments 
and exams. They’re helpful in that way, whereas with sociology it would be more focussed on 
readings and would have less to do with our final result, which is what we all need to be focussing on 
the most at the end of the day.” (KGA A5) 

“They could focus about more on the exam. You go into lectures and they teach you so much stuff 
and then you look at the exam papers and it’s only certain bits of lectures. They never really talk 
about exams at all in the lectures. I don’t expect them to guide us the whole way but they don’t really 
talk about the exams at all. Even if they just gave you a general idea about the structure of the 
questions.” (JPBA A2) 

“When the due date for the essays is coming closer I think it would be better if we started focussing 
more on them in the tutorials. I know you’re trying to make us think critically and that is important 
but at the end of the day it’s about getting good results in your assignments and exams.” (KGA A7) 

Students suggested the inclusion of more practical assignments in the modules as a way of 
diversifying forms of assessment:  

“I think there should be more of a practical aspect. It’s all lectures and essays and I think if there 
was some sort of practical work it would be much better.” (KGC A1) 

“It would be better to do some fieldwork so that we could get a better understanding of what’s 
involved in research rather than just reading about it.” (KGC A2) 

Interestingly, while a call to move towards more continuous assessment is evident it poses a 
challenge for the overall teaching and learning experience.  Early submission deadlines for 
continuous assessment have the potential to affect students’ participation in lectures  thereafter.  As 
one student from Politics explained 

“I think that X’s module last semester seemed a little bit redundant after X handed in all our 
assignments last semester because it was all based on continuous assessment. I attended some of 
the lectures and there were maybe 8 people in total. There wasn’t really any point in going after the 



 
 

43 

last assignment was handed in. Maybe it would be better if the last assignment was moved back a 
bit later.” (AS A4) 

Students also perceived inconsistencies and discrepancies with marking schemes between modules 
and tutors.  Students perceived some tutors to be ‘easier’ markers than others.14 The following is an 
excerpt from one Focus Group illustrating the experience of some in this regard.  

“A6: I think someone alluded to the marking system earlier on. I know there were major 
issues over some of the essays that were handed in. It seems that some people were easier 
for marking than others. It certainly showed across the board that the people who were in 
certain tutorial groups didn’t do as well. I think there should be a much clearer marking 
system.  

A7: I actually went and had a word because it didn’t reflect what I was getting in my other 
assignments, it was a bit lower. I went to X (staff member) at the end of it and X said that it 
was a good mark and I shouldn’t be worried. I wasn’t looking for more marks but usually I 
get higher. X asked me who was my tutor and I said Y and X said ‘you should be very proud of 
yourself if you got 68 from Y’. I don’t think that should come in to it. X seemed to just think it 
was ok that Y was a harder marker, but maybe if I had someone else I would have got a first. 
To me that was no sort of compensation.  

A8: There should be a more level playing field when people are being marked. I just think 
that (when) tutors are marking it just comes down to their individual taste and I don’t 
think that should be the way it should be. That’s just a point I’d like to make.  

A9: I found it quite hard to know what X (tutor) had actually taken marks away for as well.”  

These types of experiences explain some suggested reforms that would have sociology provide more 
focus and guidance on exams and assessment in general (e.g. a feedback day) and this is discussed in 
the following section (4.3  Strengthening Departmental Communication). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
14 There is a high degree of oversight of the tutor essay marking process, including double checking of students 
receiving first class grades, receiving failing grades and suspected cases of plagiarism. Any student may have 
their essay re-marked by a permanent member of staff if they are unhappy with the grade received. A more 
standardised feedback sheet has been introduced on a pilot scheme this year to address perceptions of 
variation in the grading system.   
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Disruptions to Teaching and Learning 

Embedded in negative learner experiences is the issue of disruption to the teaching and learning 
process.  This relates to the behaviour of some students during large-size lectures.  Problematic 
behaviour during lectures disrupts the teaching and learning process for both students and lecturer.  
The following is an interesting excerpt from one tutorial where students discussed their feelings 
about disruptive behaviour during lectures and potential solutions to the problem: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3.5 Departmental communication 

Students suggested ways in which communication could be strengthened.  For example providing a 
‘Consultation/Feedback Day’ to inform and advise students about their work. Indeed strengthening 
Departmental feedback has the potential to encourage students to continue with the subject(s).  
Departmental Communication also emerged as an important issue when considering the relevance 

KGA A2: I also have a bit of an issue with the size of the class in the lecture. There’s an awful lot of 

talking going on. It’s impossible for people to actually hear what’s going on, it’s distracting. I don’t 

know if there’s another way round that apart from splitting them up into two separate classes. I don’t 

know what the plan would have to be but certainly at the moment it’s a major issue. (KGA A2)  

A3: It only really gets full towards exam time when people start panicking but they just sit at the back 

and talk the whole time.  I think there should be some sort of disciplinary way of dealing with it, not a 

fine but something.  It is so annoying. 

A4: I had a proposal, where we swipe our student cards going into lectures the same as the library. 

Then they know who’s attending lectures or not 

A5: Other colleges have that now too. My friend goes to NCI and they all get a fob and they scan it 

going in and if you miss a certain amount of lectures there are repercussions.  

A6: I think that would actually solve a lot of the problem. People wouldn’t just start showing up 

because they’re cramming for their exams.  

A7: I think that might contribute to the problem. There could be people with no interest but if they’re 

forced to attend they’ll just sit at the back and talk. It might make the problem worse. If people have 

made the choice that they don’t care it won’t make a difference if they attend or not.  

A8: I don’t understand why, if X knows who it is, it’s the same people every week, why X doesn’t 

throw them out. It’s the time that’s lost that really gets me. X has to keep stopping and asking people 

not to talk. I don’t understand why X doesn’t kick them out. I leave my family every week to come 

down here and make sure that I attend lectures and to have someone sitting behind you chatting 

away while you’re trying to take stuff in is so annoying. A lot of the stuff is complicated, so to be 

distracted all the time, I find that so annoying.  

A9: I think it might just be sociology because in Subject E there are around 300 people and there’s 

never anybody talking.  

A10: It’s the same with Subject H. The lecturers never have to stop to ask people to stop talking. 



 
 

45 

of Sociology in the labour market and future employment prospects for graduates.  Students’ 
accounts of these were limited.  Some did not understand the relevance of Sociology to the labour 
market and in terms of knowing where Sociology graduates go the examples that they offered were 
of a limited nature.  Employment in teaching Sociology, research and social work were noted along 
with a few others.  While, in some instances the Department’s efforts are recognised (e.g. Open 
Days, website) some suggestions were offered by some in terms of how the Department could 
communicate more effectively in this regard: 

 “I think it would be a good idea to have a consultation day when we get the essays back. We were 
just handed them back and it was just a page. There’s no one saying “this is what you did well and 
this is what wasn’t good”. It’s just a couple of ticks in boxes. If we got the actual essay back as well 
so you could see what needed to be improved on. It would be good if there was more detail on 
that.” (JPBA A3)  
 

The Department has organised a dedicated essay feedback clinic to be attended by staff and tutors 
day for First Year’s before the end of the first semester in 2014-15 as a way of improving 
communication channels. 

 

The Relevance of Sociology beyond Higher Education 

Perceptions of the discipline’s relevance are mixed.  Sociology is perceived as on average similar to 
other disciplines in terms of its relevance in the world beyond Higher Education. Almost equal 
numbers of students perceive as better on average (22.6%), and less favourable on average (22.1%) 
than other disciplines.  

Table 4.3 Relevance of Sociology beyond Higher Education 

% On Average 
Better 

Similar On Average, less 
favourable 

Not 
Applicable 

Relevance beyond Higher 
Education 

(n=221) 

22.6 
(50) 

52.5 
(116) 

22.1 
(49) 

2.7 
(6) 

 

While some students acknowledged the subject’s relevance to the labour market this emerged in a 
limited way.  However, a general sense of not knowing or understanding was also apparent.  Indeed 
some noted that they simply did not understand its relevance to the labour market nor were they 
aware of where Sociology and Politics graduates go.   

“It doesn’t seem to have any direct links with the labour market.” (MOB A1) 

“I have no idea how it would help us find a job in the labour market.” (KGC A2) 

“I haven’t a clue.  I really haven’t looked into it that much.  I probably should have but I wouldn’t 
have thought that it’s a particularly attractive degree to have. I think a lot of people would have to 
continue studying to get the job they are looking for.” (NGA A1) 

Interestingly, it was explicitly stated by some that limited knowledge regarding the relevance of 
Sociology was the reason for its low up-take in second year:   

“I honestly think that the main reason people drop sociology is because they have a specific job in 
mind that they want to be able to get with their degree and sociology isn’t going to help them to get 
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that. I can see why there would be a huge decrease between the numbers taking it in first and second 
year.” (JPBC A7) 

“I think this is the reason not many people continue with sociology after first year. They think that 
there aren’t many job prospects with a sociology degree. I’m not aware of many anyway.” (JPBC 
A2) 

“You’re in college for a job, so I guess you want to know that you’re doing a degree that will secure 
you a job. I actually really enjoy sociology and I think most people do, so I think more people would 
keep it on if they knew they could get a good job out of it at the end. I think people can’t really see 
how they can apply it to a more practical situation.” (KGA A8) 

Where do Sociology graduates go? 

When asked about where Sociology graduates go and the type of jobs they can do the responses 
offered were limited.  The following careers were noted: social work, teaching sociology, careers in 
research, advertising, social media, social care, policy making, and charitable organisations. 

Social work and teaching sociology 

“The only two things that I can think of is either become a social worker or else go on to actually 
teach sociology.” (JPBC A4) 

“I just know it’s good for social work but that’s about all I can think of unless you want to be a 
sociologist.” (KGC A1) 

“I don’t know any job opportunities there are through sociology, unless you want to become a 
lecturer.  ... I genuinely don’t have a clue and it does influence my decision about whether or not to 
keep it on.  A lot of people don’t understand what job opportunities they can get out of it.” (MOB A4) 

“It doesn’t seem to have any direct links with the labour market.  Unless you want to become a 
sociologist.” (MOB A1) 

“Apart from social worker, you never hear of anything else.” (MOB A2) 

“When I was choosing my subjects I just thought sociology would complement my other subjects 
because Subject H and Subject M are both concerned with social things. I think it’s relevant, but I 
don’t actually know whether it is outside of social work and that kind of thing.” (KGA A1) 

“I think there are definitely options out there. There are a number of careers you could get into but 
it’s just a problem for a lot of people because you can’t teach it. It could probably be applied to CSPE 
or one of those but ultimately you have to forget about it if you want to get into teaching.” (PGD A1) 

Career in Research 

“Sociology gives you such a broad understanding of so many things. It’s probably mostly useful for a 
career in research.” (MTB A1) 

“I’m kind of looking into the likes of Intel to do stuff like market research. I think I’d like to do 
research. In Ireland I think a lot of places are looking towards sociologists and anthropologists to do 
their research and stuff like that.” (MOA A1) 

“You could do a masters and you can get experience by teaching tutorials, like what you’re doing. So 
you could go into teaching or you could go into research. Write articles and stuff like that. I don’t 
know other than that.” (MOB A3) 
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It is here that there is potential for the Department to communicate this type of information to 
students in a number of ways.  A key factor seems to be to communicate this information at the 
beginning of first year.   

Where do Politics graduates go? 

When asked about where Politics graduate go and what careers they may pursue the following were 
noted: work in the political field (political institute or party), a career in research and careers in 
management and media (journalism) were mentioned. 

“It’s very good to have a broad view of politics in whatever position you’re in. It has such relevance 
for many jobs.” (AS A3) 

“Obviously if you wanted to work in any sort of political field it would be a great advantage there. I 
think it would also work for a management position because that’s also politics in itself.” (AS A1) 

“It would help with research. We will know how to read documents and reference them.” (AS A2) 

“I would expect politics graduates to get involved in some sort of political institute or just to take an 
active part in political life.” (AS A4) 

“A lot of politics students would already have some sort of alliance with a particular political party. I 
would imagine a lot of people would continue down that road.” (AS A5) 

“I can imagine a lot of people getting into journalism.” (AS A6) 

“I’m not really looking for a job out of this, I’m going to continue studying and get a PhD. I made my 
money before I came here. I didn’t come here to study in order to get a career out of it.” (NGA A2) 

 

It has been noted that it would be beneficial if a number of communication exercises/initiatives 
were undertaken by the Department at the beginning of the academic year to inform people about 
(1) sociology’s relevance to the labour market and (2) job prospects with sociology. 

“I think that maybe when you go in at the start of first year it wouldn’t be a bad idea to give 
examples of the kinds of jobs you can go into. Most people decide which subjects they’re going to 
keep within the first few months and the fact that we don’t know what jobs you can get with a 
sociology degree would have an impact on whether you’re going to keep it on. I feel like sociology 
is usually people’s third subject and they just add it on because they think it’s going to be easy.” 
(JPBC A5) 

“I think it needs to be more specific to the job requirements people are looking for” (KGC A2) 

“Maybe if they told us at the start of the year it would be good.” (MOB A4) 

“On the sociology website there’s some very useful information from sociology graduates saying 

where they’ve come from in year one to year three. I found that very helpful. I read it thinking where 
am I going to go and seeing what those people were doing was great. I was most surprised by the 
mix of age groups.” (PKB A3) 

“I think it would be a really good idea to get a sociology graduate in to talk about how sociology 
helped them with their career. It would help people get to grips with where they were going with the 
subject.” (PGA A8) 
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The Department of Sociology is compiling a list of graduates who work across a range of 
employment spheres and is planning an event in the Spring of 2015 to show case career trajectories 
of Sociology and Politics graduates. In addition, the Department continues to add to its graduate 
testimonial page on the Departmental website. https://www.maynoothuniversity.ie/sociology/our-
graduates 

 

 

Part 5: Conclusion 

This study was undertaken by the Department of Sociology at Maynooth University in the academic 
year (2013-2014) to investigate the experience of the first year programme and the factors that 
might impact on progression to second year.  

It sought to examine students’ intentions to study Sociology when they began first year in 
September 2013 and whether or not they intended to continue studying the subject as they 
progressed towards their second year in 2014. 

The study employed a mixed methods approach and utilised qualitative (Focus Group Discussions) 
and quantitative (survey) methods. These methods permitted an examination of students’ intentions 
and the strategies they employed when deciding to study Sociology and Politics.  It also provided a 
means to investigate students’ experiences of the teaching and learning of Sociology, including their 
acquisition of skills in the subject and examined various aspects of the Department from the 
students’ perspectives. 

What do the findings tell us? 

The profile of the group who participated in the survey reflects broader trends evident in the 
University population generally.  A gender divide is evident.  64.1% female, 35.9% male. One-fifth of 
the group were mature students but this was less among the small sample of Kilkenny students who 
participated.  The student cohort is also diverse in terms of class background and nationality.  

The findings provide an insight into why students decided to choose Sociology and Politics in their 
first year at Maynooth University.  The findings also illustrate the way in which students rate 
Sociology both generally and specifically in comparison to other subjects.  In terms of first subject 
listing Sociology and Politics rank low but when second and third subject listings are considered 
Sociology and Politics rank very high.   The evidence illustrates that many students acknowledge that 
Sociology and Politics are often considered ‘gap filler’ subjects on the timetable hence they are 
popular within the third subject listing.  Impressions abound that Sociology is less challenging that 
other subjects but examining students’ experiences of the subject clearly demonstrate that it is not.  
Complex language and theory are unexpected subject realities of Sociology and Politics. 

The investigation sheds light on the nuanced and multi-layered perceptions students had about 
Sociology and how these were realised as they studied the subject in first year.  Their teaching and 
learning experiences of Sociology, Politics and the Department generally are of a satisfactory nature.  
They enjoy studying Sociology and find it interesting.  Its value in terms of it being a subject that 
teaches important intellectual skills such as critical thinking and critical literacies such as reading and 
Information Literacy is recognised.  Consequently, Sociology is considered a valuable subject with 
real-life benefits.  It broadens the mind, makes people think about issues in a different way and 
encourages students to ask questions about what goes on in the world around them. 
Notwithstanding some ill-considered perceptions of Sociology the subject delivers valuable and 

https://www.maynoothuniversity.ie/sociology/our-graduates
https://www.maynoothuniversity.ie/sociology/our-graduates
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tangible benefits in terms of acquiring skills.  It is perceived to have relevance for the labour market 
and future employment prospects when learner experience and skills acquisition are taken into 
account.   

A major success within the Department of Sociology is the provision of the First Year Tutorial 
Programme.  98.2% of students reported some level of satisfaction with the programme.  Students 
find the programme a very beneficial and necessary learning support platform that complements 
and supports the teaching and learning that takes place in lectures but also in their learning 
generally.  Indeed the Tutorial Programme, specifically its commitment to teach fundamental 
intellectual skills and literacies (critical analysis, active reading) and other knowledge bases 
(Information Literacy), supports learning in other subjects.  What the Department does here is 
important for effective and meaningful teaching and learning and assessment and is in keeping with 
the education goals outlined in the University’s Strategic Plan (2012-2017).  The qualitative data 
illustrates that tutorials are a valuable forum where students develop other skills such as 
presentation skills that develops their confidence as they progress through Higher Education.  
Developing personal attributes such as confidence is also noted as an important element of what the 
distinct and liberal model of education Maynooth University will provide for its undergraduate 
students through its ‘Maynooth Curriculum’15.  Supporting small, class size based learning with low 
student-teacher ratios enriches the learner experience.  Generally students are satisfied with the 
Department but in terms of Quality of Teaching, Learner Experience and appreciating the Relevance 
of Sociology beyond Higher Education, mature students tend to have more favourable experiences. 

In spite of numerous successes, the Department faces particular challenges which merit 
consideration in terms of the ability to enhance the learner experience and ultimately increase 
subject retention across the degree.  Some students reported less positive learner experiences and it 
is here that the Department has the opportunity to examine how it conducts some of its teaching 
and learning.  Some students struggle with the (1) complexity of subject matter (complex language, 
concepts and readings), (2) difficulties acquiring the skill of critical analysis, (3) assessment structures 
and (4) communication.  Sometimes students find the language of Sociology difficult and this has 
implications for their ability to move forward and understand sociological concepts and critically 
engage with the reading material and then produce a well-written piece of work.  While struggles 
with writing essays were noted, specifically around issues such as integrating one’s own perspective, 
referencing, discussing the work of others, writing essays as part of a continuous assessment 
structure was favoured compared to the terminal ‘100% exam’.  Where this assessment structure 
exists students are more critical of the module and its curricular content and mentioned feelings of 
stress and frustration.  Indeed such experiences were associated with decisions to discontinue 
studying Sociology in second year.   

With more than 450 first year students registered to the Department in 2013/2014 only one-third of 
students who participated in the survey intended to continue with Sociology in second year.  While a 
similar proportion of students remained unsure about their second year subject choices at the time 
this research was conducted, these findings represent a significant level of attrition with a potential 
loss of two-thirds of the first year cohort from the Department’s register (although this was not 
ultimately the case).  Subject constraint, pursuing single honours courses, preferences for other 
subjects, difficult experiences with Sociology and its status as the third choice “gap filler” subject are 
reasons that explain this level of attrition.  The data reveals that there is potential to strengthen and 
build on successful activities in which the Department currently engages not least in its teaching and 
learning practices but in other initiatives such as the University Open Day, lectures during 
Orientation Week and a well-designed and functional website.  These avenues of communication 

                                                             
15 Maynooth University Strategic Plan (2012-2017) 
https://www.maynoothuniversity.ie/sites/default/files/assets/document/strategicplan20122017.pdf p18. 

https://www.maynoothuniversity.ie/sites/default/files/assets/document/strategicplan20122017.pdf
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provide important channels through which the Department can communicate its message and 
provide valuable information to prospective students about the outstanding education that awaits 
them in Maynooth University, and future career trajectories. 
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Appendix 1: Questionnaire 

First Arts Students taking Sociology 2013-2014 

As you know, there has been a significant increase in the numbers of students taking 

Sociology in First Arts this year. We are interested in gathering information on your 

motivations for taking Sociology, as your feedback will be helpful to us in our ongoing 

modification and improvements relating to teaching and learning.   Please take the time to 

complete this confidential questionnaire.   We will be happy to let you know in due course 

the results of the survey.  Thank you.  

   

Q1 Gender: Please circle: 

  

 Male¹ Female² 

   

Q2 Age Group, please circle: 

 

 

https://www.maynoothuniversity.ie/sites/default/files/assets/document/Firstyearhandbook_2014-15-1_0.pdf
https://www.maynoothuniversity.ie/sites/default/files/assets/document/Firstyearhandbook_2014-15-1_0.pdf
https://www.maynoothuniversity.ie/sites/default/files/assets/document/Mature%20Students%20Handbook%202015.pdf
https://www.maynoothuniversity.ie/sites/default/files/assets/document/Mature%20Students%20Handbook%202015.pdf
https://www.maynoothuniversity.ie/sites/default/files/assets/document/strategicplan20122017.pdf
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 17-22 years¹ 23 or older² 

   

 

Q3 Did you intend to study Sociology when you came to NUI Maynooth in 

September 2013?  Please circle:  

  

 Yes¹ No² 

 

 

   

Q4.  IF YES to QUESTION THREE, PLEASE ANSWER Q4.  IF NO, PLEASE GO 

TO QUESTION 5. At that time, how did you rate Sociology in terms of subject 

choice? Please circle: 

  

1
st
 choice¹ 2

nd
 choice² 

 

3
rd

 choice³ 

   

Q5 When you came to Maynooth what subjects did you intend to study? Please list: 

 

 1. 

 

 2. 

 

 3. 
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Q6 What subjects are you now studying? Please list: 

 1. 

 

 2. 

  

 3. 

  

  

Q7 Do you think you will continue into second year with Sociology? Please circle:  

 

Yes¹ No² Still 

Unsure³ 

      

Q8 Can you tell us a little bit about what influenced you in coming to this decision?   

 

 

 

 

 

Q9 How would you rate the complexity of the subject matter of Sociology when 

compared to the other two subjects you are studying this year? Please circle 

appropriate answer 

 

Not 

Difficult¹ 

Somewhat 

Difficult² 

Very  

Difficult³ 

   

Q10 How satisfied are you with the Department of Sociology with regard to the 

following. Please tick the appropriate box: 

  Very 

Satisfied¹  

Somewhat 

Satisfied²  

Not at  

all satisfied³  

Not  

Applicable  

10a 1
st
 year Tutorial 

Programme content  

    

10b 1
st
 year Module 

content  

    

10c 1
st
 year student 

handbook 

    

10d Accessibility of staff 

outside of class time 

    

10e Access to necessary 

library resources  

    

10f MOODLE as an 

online teaching and 

learning resource 
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Q11  To what extent do you think you have acquired the following skills as part of your 

1
st
 year Sociology experience?  Please tick the appropriate box: 

  To a large 

degree¹ 

 Somewhat²  Not at all³ Not 

Applicable  

11a Understanding of 

sociological 

concepts/language 

    

11b Critical analysis of 

sociological texts  

    

11c How we use evidence 

to build an argument 
    

11c Writing effectively 

including correct 

referencing 

    

      

Q12 How does your experience at the Department of Sociology rate compared to your 

experience of your other subject Departments  

  On Average, 

Better¹  

Similar²  On Average, 

less 

favourable³ 

Not 

Applicable  

12a Quality of Teaching      

12b Learning Experience     

12c Relevance beyond 

Higher Education  

    

      

Q13. Please write in any other comments that you think are relevant in relation to your 

studies in Sociology.  
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Appendix 2 

Focus Groups:  We have identified six themes to be covered in class discussion  

 

1. Decision making process relating to choosing subjects in 1
st
 year: how students 

navigate that, what contributes to it, to whom did they speak, what type of 

information did they base their choices on and from where did they get it?.  

 

2. Perceptions of Sociology before studying it, and perceptions of sociology afterwards: 

what changed: identifying disconnects in terms of expectations and what was actually 

delivered, did they know what sociology was beforehand and where did they get that 

information?. 

 

3. Strengths and Weakness of Sociology: what did the students find most inspiring, what 

aspects were disappointing, what was the biggest challenge, how might things have 

been done better.  

 

4. Learning experience (including perceptions relating to what skills are being 

developed, aspects of the learning experience in Sociology compared to other subjects) 

 

5. Future plans around subject choice (reasons for keeping it on, reasons for dropping it, 

if wavering, why, what might push them to stay with Sociology rather than drop). 

 

6. What is their understanding of the relevance of sociology in the graduate labour 

market?  Do they have a clear idea of where Sociology graduates go when they leave 

college?   

 

 

 
 

 


