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The Maths Support Centre (MSC) 

§  University College Dublin (UCD) is largest   
 university in Ireland 30,000 students on campus. 

   
§  UCD Maths Support Centre opened February 2004. 

§  Students from Access to PhD attend MSC. 

§ Programmes: students studying no mathematics      
module to those taking degree level mathematics.  

 

 



Electronic Records 

§  Electronic records: students log-in on entry to 
 MSC and log-out after each session. 

 
§ Tutor enters summary of topic covered into 

database (topic entries). 
 
§   20,ooo database topic entry records 

 maintained since 2009. 

§  These topic entries can be accessed by the 
lecturer in real time.  
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The Research Plan (September 2013) 

§  Approximately 4,500  topic  entries annually. 

§  Valuable data for research? 

§  Identifying students’ mathematical trouble-spots. 

§  However there was a major problem  
                     - the quality of topic entries. 
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The Problem 

§  Working in a Mathematics Support Centre is crazy, 
never have time to think. 

§  Believed we were doing a good job. 

§  But details of topic recording were insufficient for 
our purposes and 

§  There was no easy method available to extract a 
specific trouble-spot from the database. 



Examples from previous year 

§  “Trigonometry, Vectors.”  

§  "Changing units, Scientific Notation.” 
 

§  “Limits.” 



The Challenge 

   Record Suitable Qualitative Data? 
 

We needed to find a way to record more 
meaningful data. 
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Stage 1:  Categorisation of data 

§  Our first problem was to flag trouble-
spots and retrieve these individually 
from the database. 

 
§  Picked ten topics I knew caused major 

problems for students. 

§  Then coded each problem enclosing 
them in curly brackets for easy retrieval 
from database. 

 



Examples of codes 

Here are some examples of the 
proposed codes:  

 
§  Differentiation {d} 

§  Indices  {i} 

§  Basic algebra  {a} 



Stage 2: MSC involvement 

  
 MSC manager and  tutors. 

 
§  Explained our proposed scheme to Dr 

Anthony Cronin (manager MSC). 

§  Spoke to tutors giving them examples of 
type of entry needed and a copy of the 
codes. 

§  Emphasized the importance of both  
     (i)  identifying basic error and 
     (ii) entering category correctly.  

 
 
 
 



Examples of required entries given to tutors 



Stage 3: Pilot Study commenced 23rd October 

  Next two weeks spent: 
§  Training  tutors:  

§  helping them to correctly identify the 
basic errors and 

§  enter the codes correctly. 
 

Following three weeks: 
§  Checked database entries regularly and 

contacted  tutors for further clarification 
if thought necessary. 



Some examples from Pilot Study 

Data still insufficient for our research purposes. 



Stage 4:  Focus Group held January 2014 

 Focus group with Anthony  and MSC 
tutors. 

 
§  Needed to find a way to get more precise 

information and not overburden the tutors. 

§  Gave the tutors some examples of the type 
of topic entry required and asked for their 
suggestions. 



Examples given to tutors. 



Consequential Improvements (Semester 2) 



Examples from previous year 

•  “Trigonometry, Vectors” 

•  "Changing units, Scientific Notation” 

•  “Limits” 



Examples of second semester  entries 
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Ongoing Research 

  



 
 
 

Thank you. 
  

Any questions? 
 

 
 
 
 
 
                                 For further information contact 
                                        nuala.curley@ucd.ie 
 
 

     
      


