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Royal Holloway Students’ Union
Deadline Stacking Focus Groups Minutes

Deadline Stacking Focus Group (Session One) Minutes

	Date & time 
	17 Nov 2025 – 11:00


	Location 
	EWD Events Space

	Attendance 
	Matthew Paterson, MP (VP Education, Chair)
Five students who will be referred to as S1 -S5 to maintain their anonymity 
CJ White, CJ (Academic Communities Coordinator, Secretary)
Dr. Elise Thornton, ET (Research and Insight Coordinator)



	Item
	Action 
	Responsible 
	Due

	
	
	
	



List of attendees:
S1. Joint Honours Comparative Literature and Culture Student and English, Year 2, non-commuter, International non-EU.
S2. Geography Student, Year 1, non-commuter, International EU.
S3. Biology student, Year 3, non-commuter, UK national.
S4. Politics and International Relations Student, Year 1, non-commuter, UK national.
S5. Joint Honours Law and Criminology Student, Year 1, non-commuter, UK national. 
	Topic/Question
	Notes 
	Action

	What do you find overwhelming about your deadlines?
	S1 – Placed towards the end of term, hard to keep up and they are days apart.
 
ET - Asks if they have assignments every term.  

S1 – Geography only has essays which are all due at the end of term.

S1 - Dates are given in advance, but not questions/details. 

S5 – Dates are given in advance, but teaching hasn’t happened so you cannot start working on it until the Christmas break.

S5 - Has four coursework deadlines at once in January. Was sick over holidays which delayed work. Couldn’t get ECs because didn’t view it as severe enough but used extensions. 

S5 - Emailed lecturers but no reply received over the holidays. Got a response in January. Found extension process easy but didn’t know about it until was in this situation. 

ET - Asks if staff should explain extensions.

S3 -Says friends told them, 6 and 8 said the same. 

S1 - Has mostly essays which are due on consecutive days. Up to 3000 words long. Unable to dedicate time to each one. Unable to organise them as they are due consecutively, needs to use extensions to separate them. Therefore, unable to use extensions for emergencies

S3 -Has group work. Has autism and this can be a struggle. Usually starts working on things later than others. Group works falls on people with better time management pulling the weight. 

[bookmark: _Int_xWgNpQOq]S5 - Group work was formative, doesn’t like summative group work. Enjoys teamwork but doesn’t want to be graded on it. Likes formative work and tries to do it every time. Usually, these are less work than summatives, which eases them into the assignment, and they receive feedback so is helpful. 

MP - Asks if there is enough time between summative and formative assignments. 

S5 - Says yes, there is enough time to get feedback and improve. Sends formatives on Turnitin. Likes that it isn’t required. Says they had a group work summative. 

S3 - Says formative assessments are Moodle quizzes which aren’t always acknowledged or graded, so little point in doing it. Will do presentations or handing in if there's an element of recognition, but since Moodle quizzes don’t have this, is not motivated to do them. 

[bookmark: _Int_54Wf3KoA]S3 - Is doing a third-year project/dissertation. Had regular meetings with expectations of work done between meetings. Likes smaller deadlines between the bigger deadlines. Not adding to stress personally, actually helps. 

	

	What do you think is an ideal break between your deadlines? Why?
	S3 -Thinks a week. 

S4 - Agrees with a week.

S5 - Agrees a week, and any longer would put them out of assignment mindset. Maybe even six days. Too long wouldn’t be beneficial as it would stop focus. Them being close together helped in a way as there was a flow state. But it could be stressful. 

S1 – Five to seven days is preferred, studies joint honours which require different citations style, so switching between them can be hard. Longer gaps mean no switching mid deadline, i.e. they can do all their English assignments together etc.

S2 - Stressful to have them close together. Essays on very different topics makes it harder to switch. Five to seven days between would be good. 

ET – Asks when deadlines are close what would they prioritise: core or elected modules / credit weight?

S3 – Never looks at weighting. 

S5 - Does it based on what they find easiest. 

ET – Asks when if students can choose their topic, and if they would choose something that comes up earlier.

S5 - Every module is different. 

ET – Asks if they would prefer a standard.

S5 - Would prefer the choice as they can choose based on strengths. Essay questions and problem questions where you act as a lawyer. Some modules you can choose between, some you must do both. Prefers choice. Doesn't want a standardised question. 

ET – Asks whether they think Professors have preferences.

S5 – Yes, but they are all different. They wouldn’t have favouritism over what you choose, but they will cater the assignment to the professors so that they will look at them more favourably. 

ET - says this is quite common. 

S1 - Some options are given that focus on texts which haven’t yet been read, so seems ridiculous that they are there since there isn’t enough time to read in class before the deadline. 

MP - Asks if this is common in other degree paths.

S5 – Yes, this happens. Sometimes you get taught things in the last week before holidays, and then you are expected to talk about it in summatives.  

S4 - Sometimes there’s too many choices, e.g. nine different questions. Makes it harder to get started. 

ET - Suggests three to four would be more reasonable 
	

	Do you work on assignments/revise over the holiday/reading weeks? If not, why?
	S2 – No. Reading week makes assignments more stressful as there is no break to catch up. Doesn’t enjoy not having a reading week. Must go in every day. Very tired. Wants compressed timetables during reading week so students have a break.
 
S1 - English has reading week. Has one class during reading week but no more than that. 

S2 - Geography has a trip in January, so miss a week then instead. Maybe that’s why geography has no reading week?

S2 - Commuter students decided not to come in during reading week regardless of class. Long commutes with no break. They decided they needed a break so didn’t show up. 

S1 - Doesn’t get to relax during breaks. Has assignments due in reading week. Spends Christmas writings essays and extensions aren’t enough to unbalance it. Event when essays are moved to after reading week, deadline still stack and you work through reading week. 

S3 - Lecturers want different referencing style. Some want lab books. Lecturers all say different things with referencing. No standardised reference style. There is a guide, but lecturers want you to deviate. 

S5 - Had a whole lecture on referencing style. Really valuable. Online guides too but having it explained was useful. 

ET - Asks if anyone uses AI to help reference?

S3 - Uses an online guide and software but isn't generative. 

S5 - Is too worried to use AI, so references as they go 

S3 - Theres a distaste in this generation for AI usage. 

S4 - Says there are people using AI in group work which is frustrating. This is okay because it is not graded or shared with profs but still frustrating. 

S2 - Unclear guidance on referencing, so uses software because it was never explained. 

[bookmark: _Int_f2jtmHHe]S3 - Biosciences guide is unclear. Doesn’t specify what style they use, just has a guide so students must find out themselves. Used footnotes instead of in-text brackets and didn’t realise that wasn’t allowed. This was not specified in handbook. 

S1 – Is joint-honours, departments don’t specify. Not standardised. Each lecturer either picks one or lets you pick. Only one course was clear on what to use. 
	

	When you do have multiple deadlines, what helps you manage them? What might make things worse?
	
S3 - Deadlines feel very distant at the beginning of the year. Autism is a barrier. Doesn’t know when to start things. 

S4 - Stressful when deadlines are approaching. Doesn’t know when lecturers will respond over the holidays. 

S1 - Lecturers only begin talking about it until right before the deadline. No support until close to the deadline. 

S2 - Geography had a mini deadline in beginning of term where plans were sent at start of term. Feedback given which made it easier to manage as the core planning was done. Aren't doing it again but liked it the first time as it helped a lot. 

ET - Asks if they would rather stuff be done before winter break instead of in January?

S3 - Prefers it the way it is.
 
S5 - Agrees it wouldn’t be feasible; it would take away from fun things on campus. 

S1 - Would prefer it before winter break as feedback would come back quicker. 

S4 – Has everything due before winter break. Likes it because gets a break over Christmas. 

MP - Asks about use of PTs/Lecturers.

S5 - Finds it hard to talk to professors. Makes it easier when they are also seminar leaders. Has a lecturer that allows students to come to office hours with plans, but some will not look at plans or give feedback. Will only give basic feedback. 

S4 - Confusion within the department. Lecturers encourage plans to go to seminar leaders, but seminar leaders say no. 

S5 - Isn’t sure how many people would submit things but would help for those who take initiative. 

S1 - Has had a tricky experience with PTs/lecturers. Won't look at full drafts, only key points. Doesn’t find this helpful. Isn't allowed to talk about things that they need help with. 

	

	Are there any specific types of deadlines that are harder to manager together? Ie. Are two essays easier to manage than a performance and an essay or vice versa? 
	
MP - Asks if variation in assessments makes it easier to manage.

S3 - Thinks this is harder to manage.

S1 - Likes creative assignments but does not have the time. Will choose essays, does not have the capacity to switch and do something new.

S2 - Has lab reports and posters due. Posters feel childish. When you have a flow for essays, it's harder to do posters. 

ET - Asks if exams are preferred.

S1 - Prefers open book exams. Thinks they are more accessible. 

S3 - Has some Moodle quizzes which are graded. Usually doesn’t find them unless they are on the timeline, so might miss out on the grades. Lecturers only mentioned them once. Missed them because they were only verbally told. 

S2 - Deadlines for small quizzes stack when you are working on essays. 

S4 - Has a module that only puts the quiz on the board at the end of lectures for 15 minutes. 
	

	Do you have any personal visualisation tools that you find helpful? 
	S3 - Has a paper planner. Wants to get into online ones but scary. 

S2 - Has notion, has a to do list. Puts on calendar with notifications. Tick's things off as you go.

S1 - Also uses notion. 

[bookmark: _Int_MVTzOIUF]S5 - Uses sticky notes on mac screen. 

ET - Asks if departments advertise tools.

S2 - Says lecturers asked, but it was mostly assumed that people already did. 

S5 - Says their lecturers send reminders emails. 

S3 - Says there is a massive jump from a-levels.

S5 - Highlights those they struggled with so they know it will require more time. 

ET - Asks 8 if stress has increased since 1st year. 

S5 - Says first year was fine. Second year had four coursework assignments weighted at 50% due in January and multiple closed-book exams in May. This year (third year), they chose modules without exams. This limited choice but specifically chose these so that they had no exams. Chose a module that they weren’t interested in just to avoid exams. 15 credit modules limit choice. Was one module they really wanted to take, but there was no equivalent during term 2. 

MP - Asks if open book exams take 23 hours. 

S5 – Yes, is willing to miss out on sleep to perfect an essay but this is a choice. 

S1 - Gets them done in 8-12 hours. 

S3 - Likes open book exams. 

S5 - For law does not like closed book exams. Grades go down because of in-person exams. 

S3 - Has multiple choice exams with maths too. Calculator given. Essay questions are ‘describe differences in A and B’ style questions. No introduction or conclusion. 

S5 - Thinks closed book exams are not good for humanities students or for more essay-based things. 
	

	Regarding visualisation tools, what would be most useful to see?
	
	


Deadline Stacking Focus Group (Session Two) Minutes
	Date & time 
	17 Nov 2025 – 12:30


	Location 
	EWD Events Space

	Attendance 
	Matthew Paterson, MP (VP Education, Chair)
Seven students who will be referred to as S6 – S12 to maintain their anonymity 
CJ White, CJ (Academic Communities Coordinator, Secretary)
Dr. Elise Thornton, ET (Research and Insight Coordinator)



	Item
	Action 
	Responsible 
	Due

	
	
	
	



List of attendees:
S6. Joint Honours English Literature and Creative Writing Student, Second Year, non-commuter, UK national.
S7. Economics Student, First Year PGT, commuter, non-EU International student
S8. History Student, First Year (did foundation year as well) non-commuter, UK national
S9. Physics Student, Second Year, EU International student non-commuter. 
S10. Modern Languages Department, EU Exchange Student Second Year (Third year in home country), non-commuter.
S11. Computer Science Student, Second Year, non-commuter, UK national
S12. Psychology Student, Third Year, non-commuter, UK national
	Topic/Question
	Notes 
	Action

	What do you find overwhelming about your deadlines?
	S6 – Essays, more deadlines, more throughout the week. English is more manageable. Quite spread-out throughout term 3. Likes English, deadline stacking but knows History students and their workload is crazy. End of term not as much.

S8 – Manageable, but lots of detail is required. Research is a lot, so there is no time to relax between deadlines. Lots of reading. Hard to do everything they ask. 

S9 - Four lots of problem sheets per week. Problem sheet is a few questions lists on the topic. Each takes a few hours. These are graded and count 30% towards the module. Exams then happen in May. This can be overwhelming because retaining information can be hard. In-person closed book exams, two hours. 

S10 – In [redacted home country] everything is done at the end. In UK, more deadlines but because since they count towards final grade, it can be more experimental. 3rd year in [redacted] but 2nd Year here. No free time. Likes extensions. Cannot do that in [redacted home country]. Has used 24 hours penalty extensions because they were working on thesis from home too. Extension process was not explained. Confusion about 12 noon vs 12 midnight. 

S11 - All deadlines in May, none during term. All projects set at the same time. Lots of time to complete but deadlines all at once so can be stressful. 

MP - Asks whether having deadlines set at the beginning of term would be more useful.

S11 - Says this would be helpful. 

S9 - Isn’t sure if extensions can be used for problem sheet. Only worth a small proportion of their grade each. Not worth using an extension for. 

S8 - Goes to professors, not too productive, doesn't always get the chance to ask the questions. Must find out a lot themselves. Uses Personal Tutor because they’re also their seminar leader. 

S10 - Didn’t know who their Personal Tutor was until extension was taken. 

S7 - Has exams all over the place; alongside classes and moving in at the same time. Has written, closed book exams. Had exams in September. Had to crash on friends' course to make it to exams as a commuter. Now plans things further in advance. 

	

	What do you think is an ideal break between your deadlines? Why?
	S9 – At least a week to have cool down time. 

S6 – Sometimes they will be due when you have a class, so it makes it hard to keep up with reading. Maybe not have multiple deadlines in a week so they don’t fall behind. 

S8 - Thinks the deadlines aren’t the problem but instead the reading. Hard to keep up and dedicate time to each thing. Wants a timeline of classes so you can space out reading and when to do what. Taking in information but not knowing what to do with it. History is so broad that a lot of information gets unused. 

S8 - Timetables weren’t released until much later than most other people not in first year. 

S8 - no consistency with Moodle pages. No speaking between lecturers to space assignments. Get a list of questions for essays. Some questions are things that haven’t been taught yet. By the time they are taught/get help, the deadline is next week. 

	

	Do you work on assignments/revise over the holiday/reading weeks? If not, why?
	S6 - Says it is annoying to have to work over Christmas. No half term and no break over the holidays. No time to stop. New reading and topic every week. What is the point in readings some things if you never read on it?
 
S6 – Isn't sure if lectures will respond over the holidays.

[bookmark: _Int_1d5ZLtfe]S8 - Says they usually reply one week before term starts. You have to focus on assignments over the break. Little time for yourself. Would like more time before term starts to submit things i.e. doesn’t like deadlines on first day of term.

S7 - Is grateful for reading week. 

S10 & S11- Would like reading week, but don’t get them. 
	

	When you do have multiple deadlines, what helps you manage them? What might make things worse?
	S11 - Takes them one by one, focuses on what is most important. If something is weighted higher, they prioritise it. 

Most students use calendars or note apps to keep track. 

S9 - Does problem sheets as soon as they are set so they don’t fall behind. 

S8 - Had group work last year. Some people dropped out, some didn’t do the work so had to talk to Personal Tutor about it and submit it themselves. Everyone received the same grade even though one person did all the work. Lack of help from Personal Tutor.  

S11 - Had group work in 1st year and has some next term. People don’t all contribute, so had to do it alone. At the end they submitted form so everyone could see about how much they did. Felt like they couldn’t be honest about it. This was graded. They received a slightly higher grade than everyone else because of the from.

	

	Are there any specific types of deadlines that are harder to manager together? Ie. Are two essays easier to manage than a performance and an essay or vice versa?
	S8 – Doesn't have many formatives. 

S6 - Says they have formatives that do not count towards a final grade, but you get feedback. Some don’t have feedback which is less helpful. 

ET - Asks about communication between departments. 

S6 - Says the communication is lacking because they are so different. Deadlines aren’t all in one go, but they definitely do not speak. See themselves as lucky because others have more stacking. 

S10 - Feels that Modern Languages and English do not communicate so next term will be busier. Has an international advisor but they cannot do anything about deadlines. 

No one seems to understand what Personal Tutors are for.

S11 - Says Personal Tutors direct them to their lecturers, not them. 

S8 - Wishes Personal Tutors were able to help more as did not help in the group project situation. 

S10 - Asks what Personal Tutors do. 

ET & MP – Explain the role of Personal Tutors. 

MP - Asks if would be beneficial to have tips and tricks, and referencing explained in a lecture.

S10 - Says it would be cool to have, and Personal Tutors are supportive compared to in [redacted home country]. Having the system is a good thing. Also says lecturers have been helping within class. Has used three different referencing styles within one department. Is used to it but would like consistency. 

S6 - Had a referencing class in first year. Cannot remember it. Lecturers all want assignments set out differently. Would like consistency. 

MP - Asks how long people spend breaking down their question.

S6 - Says a long time. So broad and vague that it takes a while to break down. Understanding the question can be like a riddle. 

ET - Asks if they review previous essays or if they receive sample essays.

S10 - Gets samples for every module. 

S8 - Does not get them. 

S6 - Is worried about dissertation. Lots of research. Lack of communication about thinking of next year.

S12 - Says they had around a week to indicate preferences for their dissertation supervisor. Not enough time. Lots of research, lack of control. Might not get top three choices. Couldn’t choose their dissertation topic themselves. 

MP - Asks if variation helps.

S10 - Says yes and is looking forward to creative assignment. 

S8 - Likes presentations. More inclined to learn things as they are going to teach everyone else. Helps them retain knowledge. 

ET - Asks if they wish they had exams.

S7 - Says they wish they had essays, has only has exams. 

S10 - Says they would prefer taking time instead of rushing a closed book exam. English isn’t their first language, which makes it harder. Would be less stressful as an essay instead of exam. 

S8 - Says exams in History are complicated and questions are hard to break down. For essays, it takes days to break down question, a week for finding reading. Reading takes two weeks. Lengthy essays, takes another week. One month per essay. Lots to do at once as has four modules. 

S7 - Lots of pressure as is only 1 year. More modules in a year. Module choices can be confusing. Does not like written exams.

	

	Do you have any personal visualisation tools that you find helpful? 
	 
No one has any specific or ‘purpose built’ tools. 

S7 – Uses ChatGPT to keep up with readings they are unable to access.

S6 - Uses Google Calander, Notion, notes apps – splits things into mini deadlines. 

[bookmark: _Int_DfefCR7G]S8 - Has work, societies etc., so breaks things down around their own calendar. Tries not to use extensions, will hold off using them until the end of the year as it is reassuring to know they have the option at the end of the term. Schedules using extensions to make it worth it. 

S11 – Has lots of coursework which doesn’t allow the use of extensions. Has only used them once. The department try and steer them away from using them. 

S7 - PGT aren’t allowed to use extensions. 

ET - Informs students about Extenuating Circumstances and says they can be used retrospectively (up to 10 days). Asks students to look at department website to see what their policy is. 
	

	Regarding visualisation tools, what would be most useful to see?
	

	





List of Recommendations
Notes/Initial thoughts:
· Students in this focus group seemed to have a lack of understanding about where it was appropriate to use Extenuating Circumstances. Students may benefit from further guidance on this. 
· Some students are choosing not to use extensions to space out their assignments and instead are ‘saving’ them for when they feel they are more ‘needed’. 
· Students in these focus group seemed to have a lack of understanding about what Personal Tutors are for and the type of support they can offer. 
· There were not any examples of specific ‘purpose built’ visualisation tools for deadlines. 
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