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UNIVERSITY OF ULSTER Paper No LTC/16/4 
 
LEARNING AND TEACHING COMMITTEE Agenda Item 7 
16 March 2016 

 
REPORT FROM DIGITAL LEARNING SUB-COMMITTEE (9.2.16) 

 
PRESENT 
 
Professor P Hanna (Chair), Dr N Cunningham, Professor B Hamber, Professor 
D Hazlett, Mr A Jaffrey, Mrs Á MacNeill, Professor D McAlister, Professor J 
McCormack, Professor P Moore, Professor B Murphy, Mrs C Murphy, Dr M 
O’Neill, Mrs J Peden, Mr M Quigg, and Dr S Roulston. 
 

1 CHAIR’S COMMUNICATIONS 
 
 Digital Classroom Roadshow 
 

The Digital Classroom Roadshow was located on the Belfast Campus, during 
November and December 2015, and was designed to raise awareness of the 
opportunities for enhancing teaching and learning practice in active 
classrooms.  The roadshow was organised by Duncan Peberdy from 
Droitwich.net and sponsored by JISC and various technical suppliers. Ulster 
was the second location in a pilot group of 8.  The roadshow was on site for six 
weeks providing opportunities for dialogue and discussion in a technological 
enhance space. 
 
Ulster has now purchased the Digital Classroom infrastructure used in the pilot, 
at a reduced cost.  It is proposed that the Digital Classroom will remain in Belfast 
until the summer and then move to a space in Jordanstown, where it will be 
available to book through the timetabling system.  
 
It is recognised that the space may not be appropriate for all subject areas.  The 
University Librarian commented that, following the rationalisation of stock, 
space should be available to house similar active classrooms within the library. 
 
AGREED:  
i) that the fact sheet “Digital classrooms configuring with eduroam” would 

be circulated with the minutes. 
ii) that Professor Hazlett would report back to the next meeting about the 

outcome of discussions with ISD concerning technological challenges 
with the digital classroom project. 

 
2 ACADEMIC SPACES AND TECHNOLOGIES ADVISORY GROUP (ASTAG) 
 
 ASTAG would be convened at an appropriate time to consider costing and 

prioritisation of specifications for new build teaching spaces.  
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3 DIGITAL LEARNING INFRASTRUCTURE 
 
 Digital Learning Infrastructure 
 

The rollout of the synchronous teaching tool is ongoing and the procurement 
process for the next generation VLE is approaching completion with vendor 
demonstrations on the 11th February. 
 
There is an immediate requirement to complete the procurement process as 
current licences expire in July 2016. Procurement and ISD are supporting the 
process to ensure that the deadlines are met. Three suppliers, Blackboard, 
Instructure (Canvas) and University of London (Moodle) successfully 
progressed through Stage 1 selection. Stage 2 selection commenced on the 8th 
February and suppliers would be invited to demonstrate their solutions on the 
11th February to a panel with membership from within the DLSC. 
 

 Synchronous Teaching Tool 
 

The contract for Blackboard Collaborate was signed in October 2015 having 
taken approximately 18 months to progress from business case to 
implementation. 
   
As part of the Blackboard Collaborate contract, Lloyd Stock, a Senior 
Implementation Consultant has been assigned to support the institution to 
implement the software in a strategic way. 
 
Lloyd was on the Jordanstown campus for two days in early December working 
with the Office for Digital Learning (ODL) and academic staff to define goals for 
deployment and identify use cases and success measures to support rollout.   
 
The use cases are being used to inform an implementation report that 
Blackboard will be delivering imminently, a draft version is available at  
(http://tinyurl.com/zj2msq2). 
 
An online Collaborate Essentials training session was delivered by Blackboard, 
as part of the contract. Attendees were present from ODL, ISD, Staff 
Development and the Academic Community. A further session - Collaborate 
Beyond the Basics – was also delivered.   
 
The Virtual Learning Environment Working Group (VLEFWG) recommended 
that Heads of School should be asked to endorse involvement in the pilot 
rollout. 

 
The committee endorsed the approach to rollout.  The Students’ Union have 
been given access to the system and are encouraged to use the platform for 
communication amongst their membership. Staff Development have identified 
opportunities to use the software for the facilitation of PgCHEP, and the Library 
will be using the system to support service delivery.  

 
  

http://tinyurl.com/zj2msq2
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 Digital Learning Statistics Highlight Report 
 

Following recommendations from the committee, foundation degrees and other 
validated provision has been removed from the Programme Support Area 
reports. Members concurred that this is now a more accurate reflection of the 
motivation for the original policy.  
 
It was noted that one school uses an alternative system for their students and 
digital learning activity within that system is not recorded in the overall 
summary. 
 
It was noted that Module presence in the VLE was high and there has been a 
large number of online assignment submissions to date in this academic year.  
The use of mobile is continuing to rise and it was noted that there is a strong 
correlation between session time and mobile use. Mobile sessions tend to be 
shorter. 

 
4 DIGITAL LEARNING STRATEGY 
 
 Digital Futures 
 

The Digital Futures executive summary has been available online since 
Summer 2015 and is themed into three distinct areas: blended, open and online 
learning. 
 
A Digital Futures blog series supports the rollout of the strategy and posts can 
be viewed online at http://addl.ulster.ac.uk/digitalfutures/. The Academic 
Development Prospectus will be launched during April 2016 and is described 
as a one-stop shop for academic development aligned to the strategy. 
 
The open learning theme is covered in the UMOLWG report published in 2015 
and available online at http://addl.ulster.ac.uk/digitalfutures/view/moocs-and-
open-learning-at-ulster-university.   
 
The fully online aspects of the strategy are being developed and are dependent 
on the outcome of the VLE procurement exercise. The recommendations are 
likely to have resource implications and will require further consultation. 

 
 Digital Learning Steering Group 
 

The Director of Access, Digital and Distributed Learning gave a short verbal 
update from the last meeting which focused on risks associated with the VLE 
procurement exercise. 

 
5 DIGITAL LEARNING POLICY 
 
 Social Media 
 

ASTAG will review social media use for teaching and learning at the next 
meeting.   
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Corporate Communications have now reviewed the recommendations and 
have agreed that personal academic twitter accounts and the use of hashtags 
are a good way to support students from a teaching and learning perspective, 
for both distance learning and traditional face-to-face teaching.  They also 
endorse encouraging academic colleagues to engage with their students 
through their own personal social media channels.  They did however have a 
number of suggestions which have been incorporated into the draft 
recommendations for using twitter for teaching and learning purposes. 
 
The Students’ Union have previously contributed to social media guidelines for 
students which are available at http://www.ulster.ac.uk/guide/useful-
info/policies/social-media-guidelines/.  
 
It was recognised that training staff in the use of Twitter may be challenging for 
some and that recommendations are designed to support those wishing to use 
Twitter rather than being considered a Teaching and Learning policy. 

 
It was suggested that social media case studies are published in the Academic 
Development Prospectus. The academic development prospectus, which will 
be a new web-based resource available from the http://addl.ulster.ac.uk 
website very soon. 
 
AGREED: that the Sub Committee endorsed the guidelines. 

 
 Turnitin Stability 
 

Turnitin is an originality-checking software system and has been used to detect 
plagiarism at Ulster since the early 2000s.  Turnitin subsequently launched 
Blackboard integration that allowed submission and administration through 
managed single sign on.  In the late 2000s Turnitin made a strategic decision 
to expand their core product to include online grading and peer review services.  
The quality of these enhancements was substantially better than similar 
services offered through VLE solutions.  Ulster, in line with other institutions, 
saw a large increase in online feedback workflows including audio feedback 
and digital annotation.   
 
In academic year 14/15 over 80k assignments were submitted through Ulster’s 
VLE to Turnitin and over 25k Turnitin assignments were graded online.  Ulster’s 
pattern of growth is reflected in most other institutions and Turnitin surpassed 
500 million submissions worldwide from 26 million students in 2014.  This rapid 
growth has resulted in a number of technical issues and periods of downtime 
that have caused concern amongst the academic community. 
 
As Ulster considers a strategic approach to Assessment and Feedback we 
must be assured that systems are reliable, resilient and fit for purpose in order 
to deliver the expected benefits of online assessment and feedback.  
 
The technology is one of the most well received during training sessions and 
there have been many excellent case studies of good practice disseminated 
through CHERP initiatives.  The technology supports many academic teams to 
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align their assessment practices with Ulster’s Principles of Assessment and 
Feedback. 
 
Whilst the technology is widely used and valuable, there are obvious challenges 
for submission and marking processes during periods of downtime.  Instability 
during submission periods result in unnecessary stress for students and periods 
of downtime can be very disruptive for academic teams who have scheduled 
marking during this period.  In order to mitigate risk and be responsive to 
student needs some institutions offer automatic extensions if Turnitin is 
unavailable and the committee were asked to review recommendations for a 
similar policy at Ulster. 
 
It was noted therefore the recommendations should be amended to allow ADDL 
to trigger the automatic extension. Also the recommendations would need to be 
further considered through the committee before endorsement. Lastly further 
work needs to be undertaken to review technical solutions for automatic 
extensions. 

 
AGREED: that an update paper will be presented at the next DLSC meeting. 

  
 Assessment and Feedback Policy 
 

Digital assessment and feedback is widely used at Ulster. Statistics show that 
there are approximately 100k electronic submissions per academic year.  
However, there is no formal institutional policy on electronic assessment and 
feedback. Practice is not standardised across Programmes, Schools, Faculties 
or outlined within Ulster documentation. 
 
The Ulster VLE has a range of tools (communication, collaboration and 
assessment tools) to support formative and summative assessment practice.  
These tools have the potential to transform and enhance assessment and 
feedback practice at Ulster aligned to the existing Ulster Principles of 
Assessment and Feedback. 
 
The electronic management of assessment is a key aspect of the Digital 
Futures Strategy and there is a need to consider the policy requirements for 
standardising online assessment and feedback at Ulster. 
 
Whilst a staged transition to fully online assessment and feedback is 
recommended it is important to ensure that the long-term vision in the Digital 
Futures strategy is achieved. It was recognised that there would be exceptions 
where electronic/online would not be a feasible option. 
 
It is recognised that a standardised approach provides an equitable experience 
for all students, however suitable support needs to be available to help 
transition all staff to fully online workflows.  

 
The vision of a paperless university is a contributing factor to changing paper 
based practice.  
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The policy should be developed aligned to the digital futures strategy. 
 
It is important that technical and human resource is available to support this 
ambitious transition and should be considered as part of the policy.  
 

 AGREED: that an interim step should be a target for all student coursework 
   to be available online starting with all first year modules. 
 
6 REPORTS FROM DIGITAL LEARNING WORKING GROUPS  
 
  VLE Futures Working Group (VLEFWG) 
 

The papers presented and recommendations have been covered earlier on the 
agenda.  The ODL team have delivered 250 training sessions including some 
in depth workshops, for example digital storytelling which was fully booked 
within 5 minutes of being advertised.  The Spring Series of webinars is to be 
published soon.  Members were reminded that Wimba Voice tools would not be 
available from July 2016. 

 
24 February 2016 
PH/SAJC 


