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DESKTOP REVIEW OF PROPOSED CHANGES TO THE CIVIL ENGINEERING 

PROGRAMMES AT ATHLONE INSTITUTE OF TECHNOLOGY 

 

By 

 

Declan T. Phillips PhD PE 

UNIVERSITY OF LIMERICK 

 

Introduction 

At the request of Athlone Institute of Technology Registrar’s office, I have undertaken a 

desktop review of proposed changes to the civil engineering programmes at the institute. 

This review includes 2019 and 2020 changes to the BEng (Hons) in Civil Engineering Add–on 

and the proposed Ab-initio Level 8 Civil Engineering Programme.  

My comments are based on a review of the following documents: 

1. Background civil changes 2019-2020 (002) 

2. Final Document BEng (Hons) in Civil Engineering May 2019 (002) 

The above documents outline proposed changes to the civil engineering programmes which 

comprise: 

• Reduction in hours across the modules on the current Level 6, Level 7 and Level 8 

Civil Engineering programmes – in most cases this is a reduction from 5 hours to 4 

hours but in some cases it is 6 hours to 4 hours per week. 

• Proposal to introduce a 4-year ab-initio Level 8 (Hons) in Civil Engineering 

programme (Code - AL_ECIVI_H08) 

 

Undertaking a desktop review unlike face-to-face encounters does not provide the 

opportunity to ask questions or seek clarification on any aspect of the documentation.  

Therefore, I apologise in advance if any of my comments are misconstrued.  My intention is 

to be helpful and constructive in commenting on the proposals outlined above. 
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Proposed Changes 

The rationale for the changes are valid and the proposal is aligned with the strategic vision 

of the institution.  I welcome the internationalisation of the programme and the strong 

alliances formed with institutions in China, Canada and Nigeria.  This initiative will 

strengthen the viability of the programme should indigenous student numbers fall in the 

event of a future economic downturn. 

 
Comments on the Document 

1. Under Programme Aim on page five of the proposed ab initio programme in civil 

engineering, there is reference to ‘removing the modules and learning outcomes 

that are exclusively relevant to the more ‘hands-on’ careers at Engineering 

Technician and Associate Engineer levels, focusing on the fundamental engineering 

science and materials modules necessary to prepare graduates for the more 

advanced Chartered Engineer progression track.’  There are no specifics on the 

learning outcomes (LO) and modules removed.  A summary of these changes would 

be helpful as their impact on the existing Level 6 and Level 7 civil engineering 

offerings cannot be evaluated in their absence … if this task is a requirement of the 

review (?). Documenting these changes is also important for the accreditation of the 

Level 6 and Level and Level 7 offerings by Engineers Ireland.  

2. Under T&L Strategy (p.7), item 1: Curriculum - Some tangible examples of the ‘cross-

modular links … created in order to provide students with a holistic view of the 

subject area,’ would strengthen the document. 

Diversity in teaching approaches taken by staff is likely to provide an enhanced 

learning experience given that students will have different learning preferences. If 

however pedagogies such as Project or Problem Based (PoPBL) Learning are 

adopted, the evidence indicates they work best by having the approach threaded 

throughout the programme rather than as isolated initiatives in individual modules.  

PoPBL takes time to cultivate and mature and necessitates a buy-in from students.  If 

this is not present, students tend to resent the adjustment required by this process 

compared to the familiar lecture based approach.  

3. In the Programme Assessment Strategy (p.8), reference is made to ‘Assessment 

provides feedback to students so that they can improve their performance.’  

Continuous assessment can fulfil this objective through timely feed-forward or 

feedback to students on in-semester submissions.  Such opportunities are rarely, if 

ever, available with end of semester written examinations. 

4. Potential Applicant Demand – while I agree there is significant industry demand for 

civil engineers I do not believe the information in Appendix 1 rigorously articulates 

this need (see later).  

5. Programme learning outcomes:  There are eleven programme level outcomes (PLO) 

listed in the document.  The LO’s are consistent with the programme level LO’s listed 

in Engineers Ireland accreditation criteria for Chartered Engineer.  The module 

mapping to these outcomes appears to be rather general.  A large list of modules are 

associated with most of the LO’s however in some cases, e.g. for PLO 11 on ethics, 

the modules listed with the exception of The Engineer in Society 4, do not have any 

reference to ethics in the module descriptors.  The land surveying modules on the 

other hand do refer to ethics but are not listed in the table.  I recommend a review 
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of the module mapping exercise to ensure consistency between the programme LO’s 

and the modules mapped to each PLO. 

6. Programme Themes 

The content of the programme, while appropriate, is very broad and in some cases 

may be too specialised for an undergraduate degree in civil engineering.  For 

example, topics such as Bridge engineering in Structural Engineering 4 and 

Geosynthetics in Geotechnical Engineering 2 are generally be the preserve of Level 9 

programmes. 

There is considerable room for rationalisation within the programme particularly in 

the areas of soil mechanics/ geotechnical engineering, structural analysis/structural 

design and possibly mathematics.  Covering (as opposed to un-covering) too much 

content militates against the philosophy articulated in the documents Teaching & 

Learning Strategy.  “Deep Learning” takes time.  Considerable repetition of 

fundamental concepts with appropriate assessment at key points is required to 

engrain the process and skills required to be a problem solver.  I welcome the 

practice of students reflecting on their learning – this also takes time.  

 

Analysing the programme themes outlined in Figure 1 facilitates a comparison of 

teaching load in specific discipline areas. 

 

 
 

Figure 1: BEng Ab initio in Civil Engineering Themes 

 

 

Table 1 provides a listing of the number of modules delivered in the sub-disciplines 

of structures and geotechnics at AIT.  These are compared with similar offerings at 

other level 8 civil engineering programmes in Ireland.  The number of modules being 
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taught in each sub-discipline at AIT is the baseline against which the comparisons are 

presented.  In general, these data suggest that AIT are over teaching in these areas 

compared to other institutions. Note that even the five-year MEng programme at 

TCD does not exceed the teaching load at AIT in these areas.  

 

Table 1:  Module comparisons with some other Level 8 Civil Engineering Programmes 

  

Institution 
Duration of 

Programme 

Structures and Mechanics 

Modules 

Soil Mechanics and 

Geotechnical Engineering 

modules 

No of 

Modules 
Percent (AIT) 

No of 

Modules 
Percent (AIT) 

AIT 4 8 100% 7 100% 

UCC 4 4 50% 4 57% 

UCD 4 4 +(1)* 50% (63%) 4 +(1)* 50% (63%) 

UL 4 5 +(1)* 63% (75%) 3† 43% 

NUIG 4 7 87.5% 2• 29% 

TCD 5 6 +(2)* 75% (100%) 3 + (3)* 43% (86%) 

*Elective †6 Credits per module.  All other modules listed are 5 credits unless otherwise 

noted. •One 5 credit module and one 10 Credit module. 

 

I believe the programme and students would benefit from a judicious rationalisation of 

the content in the areas suggested above.   

 

Appendix 1: Research findings   

The charts extracted from the Engineer’s Ireland report do not form a coherent part of the 

appendix narrative.  The second image is without a legend so cannot be interpreted. This 

section would benefit from a rewrite with more in depth and rigorous discussion of the 

research findings.  For example, what is the latent demand for civil engineers created by the 

economic downturn over a decade ago?  What are the projected number of graduates in 

civil engineering over the next four years and how does this correspond with industry’s 

requirements for graduates?  

 

Editorial Comments 

The following are general observations on the document: 

• The learning outcomes listed in the module descriptors are in general excellent. 

However, a small number of learning outcomes in some module descriptors are not 

measurable, for example, ‘know’ ‘understand’ ‘have a knowledge of ...’ ‘use’ 

‘ensure.’ The use of appropriate action verbs in LO’s is an essential component for 

evaluating student learning.  There is a vast literature associated with writing 

learning outcomes. Most of these documents contain examples of appropriate verbs 

for the cognitive domain for example; https://www.imperial.ac.uk/staff/educational-

development/teaching-toolkit/intended-learning-outcomes/choosing-action-verbs/.  

• The programme attribute mapping table on page 10 is not completed. 

• The ‘Fulltime weekly workload’ description in the Mathematics module descriptors 

appears to be an error i.e. ‘personal development planning, company profile.’ 
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• The module descriptors need to distinguish between Construction Management 1 

and Construction Management 2. 

• There are a small number typographical errors in the document.  

 

Recommendations  

A) I recommend a review of the module mapping exercise to ensure consistency 

between the programme LO’s and the modules mapped to each PLO. 

B) Conduct a review of the module descriptor LO’s to ensure all outcomes contain 

appropriate action verbs that are measurable. 

C) The panel should consider rationalising the programme where over teaching/ 

excessive content is evident in some of the sub-disciplines.   

D) Proof read the document and edit any typographical errors. 

 

I hope the foregoing review is constructive and helpful. I wish the programme team every 

success in this venture. If you have questions on any aspect do not hesitate to contact me at 

061 202683 or by email at declan.phillips@ul.ie. 

 

Respectfully submitted 

 
_________________________ 

Declan Phillips PhD PE 

SENIOR LECTURER 

School of Engineering   


