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1 TERMS OF REFERENCE AND MEMBERSHIP 
 
 The terms of reference were presented at the Learning and Teaching Committee (min 

14.80) and were approved subject to a few minor adjustments. 
 
 The terms of reference were amended and presented to the Sub-Committee. 

 
Given institutional locus of responsibility for the marketing of home and international 
markets (3); now reworded as: Monitor, advise and make recommendations on the 
development, enhancement and digital marketing of online distance learning provision and 
open educational resources. 

 
To emphasise the role of staff development to ensure appropriate application of good 
practice (8); now reworded as: Promote innovation and dissemination of good practice in 
digital learning through staff development initiatives.  
 
To revise the reference to the ‘ITSSG’ (10); now reworded as: Liaise with XXX (to be 
confirmed) as appropriate to explore digital learning opportunities and risks. 
 
Furthermore, the following amendments to the membership were accepted: 

 the ITSSG Representative is stood down;  

 Mrs Janet Peden will represent the Library;  

 Professor Paul Moore (National Teaching Fellow) is co-opted; 

 Mrs Colette Murphy (Digital Learning Development Manager) is co-opted. 
 
The Chair reported that Professor Linda Clarke would join the Digital Learning Strategy 
Advisory and Editorial Board rather than the Digital Learning Sub-Committee. 
 
The Sub-Committee recommended that the revision to the terms of reference (3, 8 and 10) 
above and membership be approved.  

 
2 DIGITAL LEARNING INFRASTRUCTURE 
 
2.1 The Ulster Educational Technology Suite 
 

The Director of Access, Digital and Distributed Learning presented a paper on the Ulster 
Educational Technology Suite. The full options appraisal had been reviewed in depth and 
the recommendations of the paper had been proposed by the VLE Futures Working Group. 
 
The Sub-Committee noted that the development of a digital learning strategy provides the 
opportunity to review the current digital learning infrastructure and ensure that digital 
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learning services are meeting institutional needs and the expectations of staff, students and 
external partners. 
 
The absence of a synchronous virtual collaboration tool in the educational technology suite 
had been identified by the VLE Futures Working Group. Such a tool would enable virtual 
classrooms in real time, webinars, lecture capture, etc. This is an essential element for 
online distance learning of which Ulster has approximately 1,000 registered students across 
56 countries, and it is a crucial element of distributed learning such as in placements. As a 
result academic staff are increasingly using third party tools, such as Skype and Google 
Hangout to compensate for the missing functionality. Evidence supports academic and 
pedagogic benefits of an institutionally embedded tool tailored for educational purposes. 
Examples include: the student experience, course communication and administration, 
session recording and publishing, student retention, placement and project management, 
peer collaboration, as well as synchronous communication between geographically 
dispersed academic teams.  

 
Blackboard Collaborate was identified as the solution that had the most transformative 
educational potential as opposed to the array of open-source or business systems. It was 
noted that the Collaborate solution obviated the need for hardware investment and 
maintenance, and removed risks associated with business continuity and disaster recovery. 
 
AGREED: that the Sub-Committee would recommend that Blackboard Collaborate be 

adopted, subject to endorsement from SET as part of the wider educational 
technology suite (2.2 below applies in addition). 

 
2.2 Core Funding and Renewal of the VLE and Associated Technologies 
 

The Director of Access, Digital and Distributed Learning presented a paper on the Core 
Funding and Renewal of the VLE and Associated Technologies. The full options appraisal 
had been reviewed in depth and the recommendations of the paper had been proposed by 
the VLE Futures Working Group. 

 
It was highlighted that, by measures of use, the VLE had effectively become a business 
critical system of the University with approaching 60M page views annually, 20% year-on-
year growth in mobile device access, and detailed analytics that suggested deep use rather 
than mere surfing.  Furthermore, the current licence, now in its fifth and final year of 
extension, would expire in July 2015 - a factor which restricted options appraisal to 
consideration only of the service levels offered by the current vendor, Blackboard. 
 
The VLE, it was noted, in contrast to other business systems at the University, is supported 
by a devolved service model with single points of failure - an arrangement that does not 
meet the expectations of a 24/7-365 service. This is recognised in both institutional and 
faculty risk registers. It was noted that removal of the corporate risk would require a hosted 
solution, a case that has been rehearsed recently in committees such as LISASC. There 
was discussion about enhanced need for a reliable and flexible digital learning 
infrastructure as the Greater Belfast Development approached.  
 
The current cost (2014/15) of the educational technology suite was presented alongside a 
recommended package for 2015/16. The gap between the two included: a dedicated 
teaching and learning synchronous tool (as in minute 14.21) and a fully managed hosted 
infrastructure. The latter provides: 24/7-365 monitoring and support, fixed operating costs 
within a service level agreement, managed offsite backups and disaster recovery, agile 
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updates to latest stable releases, a virtualised infrastructure without single points of failure, 
an infrastructure without depreciating hardware, and an infrastructure that can grow with 
demand. Further, the proposed hosting solution would provide a ‘private’ and secure 
environment dedicated to Ulster and its data sets. 
 
It was noted that, as a typical ‘on-boarding to hosted’ project lasts for two months, and as 
the current licence expires on 31 July 2015, internal preparation work must be completed 
by the end of April 2015.  A small project team within the Office for Digital Learning is 
expected to undertake project management, testing, validation and sign off on behalf of the 
University.  
 
The ISD representative advised of prerequisite planning and approval such as: statutory 
obligations on data protection and cyber security (ISO compliance), and compliance with 
ISD policy on archiving policy for historical content, ancillary system integrations, banner 
integrations, transition process for moving students and programmes between 
environments, active directory and identity management for hosted solutions. The 
committee agreed that these requirements should be dealt with as soon as was practicable. 

 
There was discussion concerning the level of support required to migrate the VLE to an 
external environment and members recommended the Platinum Engagement Plan. This 
Plan was preferred as it included a dedicated vendor project manager, which would mitigate 
some of the risks associated with migrating a complex system. This plan also had the 
benefit of dedicated testing, replication and production environments to aid development 
and innovation. Feedback from those who were unable to attend was supportive of the 
proposal to recommend a hosted solution. 
 
The Sub-Committee agreed that a robust and hosted digital learning platform would be 
necessary to support institutional growth of digital learning, to modernise the learning and 
teaching environment at Ulster and to meet staff and student expectations. Whilst the 
investment was recognised as significant, so too were the immediate and future benefits.  
 
It was noted that the allocation of institutional funds for this proposal was outwith the remit 
of ADDL. Accordingly, a case would be required to be presented to the Senior Executive 
Team. The PVC (LTSE) endorsed this proposal. 
 
AGREED that:  
 
i) Due to the nature of the recommendation and the urgency of the decision, approval 

of the Senior Executive Team be sought.  
 
ii) The Director of Access, Digital and Distributed Learning and the Head of the Office 

for Digital Learning would revise the paper for presentation by the Director to the 
22nd November meeting of the Senior Executive Team. 

 
iii) The Head of the Office for Digital Learning would provide documentation that 

complied with external ISO compliance and internaI ISD approvals. 
 
2.3 VLE Standardisation 
 

The Head of the Office for Digital Learning presented a paper on VLE Standardisation.  The 
proposals had been subject to prior consultation through the VLE Futures Working Group. 
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The benefits of standardisation of module and programme presence on the VLE were 
discussed and focused on: the student experience, good practice in instructional design, 
and enabling efficient support services. Supporting evidence included student surveys 
which highlighted much diversity of structure, content, and management and organisation 
within programmes and modules which was counter productive to a quality experience. The 
Students’ Union representative provided anecdotal evidence to suggest that standardisation 
was desirable, citing the example that a 12-week intensive teaching period is insufficient to 
cope fluently with the range of different module layouts. It was noted that academic teams 
are also increasingly seeking guidance and examples of best practice. 
 
There was discussion on how the proposals could be deployed to help impact positively on 
NSS metrics – learning resources, or management and organisation, for example. 
 
It was noted that the Office for Digital Learning has been piloting best practice templates for 
Blackboard modules and has collated feedback from academic teams and students into an 
advisory template with embedded help and a module checklist. 
 
Members discussed the scope for innovation within the template and were reassured that 
the motivation for standardisation was to set agreed minimum expectations and to 
recognise that innovation would continue beyond this, especially for those modules and 
courses with a strong history of online presence. 
 
The Chair suggested that the templates could be implemented by staff under the peer 
review support scheme at faculty level. 
 
The Sub-Committee recommended that the templates be discussed with faculties and that 
the template specify a standard navigation outlay.  
 
It was recommended that ODL discuss with faculties and recommend the initial position on 
the degree of requirement to fulfil the template. 
 
AGREED that: 
 
i) ODL would review the templates and include a standard navigation outlay. 

 
ii) ODL would liaise with faculties and QMAU to explore how best to apply the template 

to new and existing modules and report to the next DLSC. 
 

iii) The agreed template would be considered: 
a. Compulsory for new and all appropriate modules of revalidated programmes. 
b. Optional for modules with a mature online presence. 
c. Advised for other situations. 

 
3 DIGITAL LEARNING STRATEGY 
 
3.1 Roadmap of Change for a Digital Learning Strategy 
 

The Director of Access, Digital and Distributed Learning presented for information the paper 
on the Roadmap of Change for a Digital Learning Strategy which is a revision of the 
Concept Paper presented at the last DLSC. It was noted that this paper would continue to 
develop alongside the Digital Learning Strategy.  
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3.2 Digital Learning Strategy – Authoring and Review 
 
The Director of Access, Digital and Distributed Learning presented for information a paper 
introducing the Peer Review panels for the Digital Learning Strategy. 
 
The structure for the emerging Digital Strategy was to comprise sections on: Rationale and 
Scope; Vision; Pedagogic Principles; Business Principles; Blueprint; Infrastructure – core 
and business funding, educational technology suite, training and staff development, policy, 
support services; Objectives; Implementation and Milestones; Academic Development; 
Governance; Digital Learning Profiles; Supporting Literature. 
 
The 35-strong membership of the peer review groups was confirmed and it was noted that 
all available invitees had accepted invitations. The criteria for each stratum of peer review 
was presented alongside each membership. These are: 

 Advisory and Editorial - academic management, think tank, big user, potential user, 
digital infrastructure, pedagogic and business development. 

 External - Visiting Professor of Digital Learning 

 Heads of School and Research - one Head from each faculty, research perspectives 

 Large Users and Innovators 

 Central Departments and Administration 

 Student Expectations. 
 
3.3 Stages of Digital Learning Development 
 

The Director of Access, Digital and Distributed Learning presented for information a paper 
which described the stages of the digital learning development that the strategy would 
span. 
 
The paper identified the educational technologies, pedagogies, and models to support each 
stage as follows:  

 Stage 1 - Educational Technology Platform 

 Stage 2 - Learning and Teaching Resource Repository 

 Stage 3 - Learning and Teaching Transactions 

 Stage 4 - Learning and Teaching Interactions 

 Stage 5 - Bespoke development for new educational markets.  
 

Stages 1 – 4 were identified as part of the core institutional support model. Stage 5 was 
identified as requiring an additional ‘business’ model for new educational developments in 
order to provide resource for the bespoke development; the exception to this would be the 
annual special projects call for digital learning. 

 
4 DIGITAL LEARNING STRATEGY WORKSHOP 
 
 Recognising that the DLSC and its working groups had produced a number of key papers, it 

was proposed that it would be appropriate to host the next meeting as a workshop involving 
the various memberships and the new peer review groups. 
 
AGREED that:  
 
i) The next meeting would be a collaborative workshop on strands of the Digital 

Strategy 
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ii) The workshop invitations would be extended to the membership of the VLE Futures 
Working Group, the MOOCs and Open Learning Working Group, the Online 
Assessment and Feedback Working Group, the eLearning Course Director’s Forum, 
and the Peer Review panels for the Digital Learning Strategy. 

 
5 ANNUAL DIGITAL LEARNING REVIEW 
 
5.1 Digital Learning Statistics and VLE Usage 
 

The Head of the Office for Digital Learning presented the paper on Digital Learning 
Statistics and VLE Usage.  This is to be developed as an annual review presented each 
year to the Digital Learning Sub-Committee. 
 
The report outlines key digital learning usage statistics for the last academic year 2013/14.  
The datasets cover general VLE usage, device types, mobile access, school and faculty 
usage, academic engagement, assessment and feedback and staff training.  There is an 
expectation that these reports will be transitioned to online dashboards to allow live 
reporting. There is evidence of significant, rich interaction with the VLE to support learning 
and teaching.  Evidence of a rapid increase in use of mobile technology in the last three 
years demonstrates demand for responsive content and flexible access.    
 
AGREED that:  
 
i) The paper should be circulated or presented to Faculty Learning and Teaching 

Committees. 
 

ii) The Office for Digital Learning should develop the live online dashboard based on 
the data and report back. 

 
6 DIGITAL LEARNING - STAFF DEVELOPMENT 
 

The Director of Access, Digital and Distributed Learning introduced a request from Learning 
and Teaching Committee for inclusion of staff development activity within the terms of 
reference of the DLSC.   
 
Members noted that the Digital Learning Strategy would form the framework for a strategic 
approach to staff development.  It was felt that a collaborative approach involving ODL, 
ISD, Library, Staff Development and CHERP would have the greatest potential for effective 
staff development in the area of digital learning. 
 
AGREED:  that this work be taken forward by ADDL and reported back to the next Digital 

Learning Sub Committee. 
 
7 REPORTS FROM DIGITAL LEARNING WORKING GROUPS  
 
7.1 eLearning (Course Directors’) Forum 
 

The Chair of the Forum presented the minutes from the eLearning Course Directors’ 
Forum.  He reported that the group is a very active community of practice who have 
influenced many of the papers brought to the DLSC. With a focus on fully online 
programmes, the group has a specific requirement for a robust synchronous teaching tool 
to support effective staff/student interaction. 
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7.2 Online Assessment and Feedback Working Group 
 

The Chair of the Working Group presented the Terms of Reference for the Online 
Assessment and Feedback Working Group.  Dr Hazlett stressed that she would be working 
closely with Dr Murphy to ensure no duplication of activity across CHERP and ADDL.   
 
AGREED: that a report from the group will be available in June 2015 and would be 

brought to the Digital Learning Sub-Committee in due course. 
 
7.3 Ulster MOOCs and Open Learning Working Group 
 

On behalf of the Chair, the Director of Access, Digital and Distributed Learning, presented 
the minutes from the Ulster MOOCs and Open Learning Working Group. 
 
The Working Group has explored MOOCs and Open Learning initiatives.  The group is 
exploring opportunities for a partnership with the University of Leeds in which alignment on 
collaborative research brings value to both institutions. 
  
The development of an Ulster iTunesU site with a key focus on dissemination of research 
has been proposed and a meeting with the PVC for Research and Innovation is planned to 
explore this and open learning opportunities at the research-teaching nexus.   
 
A draft open education statement is to be finalised and the group would contribute the Open 
Learning strand of the wider Digital Learning Strategy.   
 
An Open Learning seminar event is scheduled for 2nd February 2015. After this date the 
Working Group will have completed its planned term and is due be stood down. Depending 
on developments at that time the membership may be re-shaped as an Open Learning 
Project Management Board. 

 
7.4 VLE Futures Working Group 
 

The Chair of the Working Group presented the minutes from the VLE Futures Working 
Group.  
 
Many of the strategic papers from the working group formed DLSC agenda items (as 
above). Operational papers of the Working Group not explicitly on the DLSC agenda were 
reviewed.  
 
Approval of unsupported third party tools was discussed. There was concern around the 
appropriateness of these extensions to the educational technology suite. The committee 
was reassured that there was a rigorous testing process for any extension and that only 
Blackboard support plugins would be installed. 
 
A copyright audit paper was considered for information. This had already been reported to 
Learning and Teaching. 
 
AGREED: that the Head of the Office for Digital Learning would seek explicit advice 

from ISD on the protocol for nominating and testing of unsupported 
extensions. 

 

18 November 2014 
PH/SAJC 


