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UNIVERSITY OF ULSTER       
 

LEARNING AND TEACHING COMMITTEE 
17 June 2015 
 
REPORT FROM DIGITAL LEARNING SUB-COMMITTEE (21.4.15) 

 
PRESENT 
 
Professor P Hanna (Chair), Mr N Blair, Mr D Comiskey, Dr N Cunningham, Mr M Fitzpatrick, 
Professor B Hamber, Mr A Jaffrey, Mrs Á MacNeill, Professor J McCormack, Dr B Murphy, 
Mrs C Murphy, Dr M O’Neill, Mrs J Peden, Dr J Uhomoibhi, Dr S Roulston, Miss H Shiels, Mr 
P Spray and Miss G Tuohy. 

 
1 GBD AND END-USER TECHNOLOGIES 
 
 A presentation was jointly delivered by the Head of ICT Customer Service, Head of Planning 

& Development and the Project Director of the Greater Belfast Development.  
 
The presentation described the strategic engagement that had informed the specification of 
the teaching spaces in the Greater Belfast Development and outlined opportunities for further 
engagement as the process approaches key milestones. 
 
Since the inception of the project the strategic direction has been informed by consultation 
with key stakeholders including representation from Deans and PVCs. A theme which 
emerged early in these consultations has been the opportunity to take advantage of 
redesigning curriculum from a didactic model to a collaborative approach, supported by new 
flexible teaching spaces.  
 
Other key strategic messages include: ‘technology will be a driver but not the only 
consideration’; ‘space should be technology enabled’; ‘flexibility will enable efficiency allowing 
for greater collaboration and hybrid settings’. 
 
A focus group, from within the Learning and Teaching community, identified ‘the space 
between’ as a highlight theme. This has resulted in a focus on learning space and how space 
can be used to support formal and informal learning and teaching. 

 
Example student spaces have been created as an output from Professor Hazlett’s work 
through the Change Management Working Group and research is being conducted to 
understand how students are interacting with this space both within the new Coleraine 
teaching block and the Student Hub in Jordanstown. Lessons from this work will inform the 
new Magee teaching block and the development direction of the Greater Belfast 
Development. 
 
Room specifications have been created for the Greater Belfast Development which identify 
the end point technologies for specific spaces including: Meeting Rooms, Teaching Rooms, 
Lecture Theatres, Library Clusters, Central IT Lab and Student Hubs. 

 
ISD, supported by Learning and Teaching, have historically planned for the replacement of 
old equipment but are now focussed on developing a strategic and evidence-based approach 
for bidding for capital funding. The Learning and Teaching community can support this work 
by specifying the requirements for the new spaces.  
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Movable furniture which supports flexibility in layout has been identified to encourage 
collaborative breakout sessions. Technology facilitated breakout rooms are substantially 
more expensive than spaces without highly integrated technology. Examples from other 
institutions suggest that active learning spaces with a capacity of 40-50 students requires an 
investment of £75k, which is 5-6 times more expensive than standard 40-seater flexible 
teaching rooms.  It was emphasised that the teaching and learning community have a role to 
play in specifying the number of technology enhanced active spaces. 
 
The overall development programme has 11 individual work projects encompassing 
construction, relocation, planning and purchasing.  These are all on schedule with 70% now 
complete and the remainder of the work scheduled for completion by 2018.  There are 
dependencies within each work stream, which means that the sequencing of each project is 
paramount. 
 
Technology  

 
Due to the rapid evolution of technology, the Greater Belfast Development plan included 
flexibility for specifying end point technologies. Formal requirements now need to be agreed, 
and most importantly evidenced based to support funding bids. The Project Director of the 
Greater Belfast Development emphasised that the project would be delivered as a turnkey 
solution and retro fitting technology would be expensive. 
 
AGREED:  that the VLEFWG will contribute to this work and report through the Learning and 
Teaching Committee. 

 
Space and type of technology needed 

 
The number of collaborative spaces needs to be specified, including the ratio of technology 
enhanced collaborative spaces. Members commented that a draft timetable would help them 
better understand the impact of availability of space on their curriculum design.  
 
AGREED: that  

 
i) the VLEFWG could contribute to the specification work.  
ii) the draft timetable needs to be raised through appropriate working groups. 

(Note also Appendix One which followed this decision). 
 

Pilot Testing  
 

Members felt that small documented pilot projects would support a culture of experimentation 
with flexible curriculum design. The CHERP Supportal will be an evolving repository of 
practice to encourage innovation, members felt that this was a resource which should be 
exploited for dissemination of practice. 

 
AGREED:  that members should raise awareness within their Faculty or central department 
of opportunities for pilot projects and their dissemination through the Supportal. 
(Note also Appendix One action which has resulted after the meeting). 

 
Other 

 
There was discussion about the number of power outlets in Lecture Theatres designed before 
the proliferation of personal devices. Members asked for reassurances that sufficient power 
sockets would be available in any new teaching spaces. The Head of ICT Customer Services 
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explained that reading spaces and clusters would be specified with sufficient power supplies 
however large lecture theatres would not have individual charging points for students. 

 
2 DIGITAL LEARNING INFRASTRUCTURE 
 

The Digital Learning Technology Suite 
 

The paper presented was accompanied by a procurement process timeline, which was tabled 
and subsequently circulated with the minutes. 
 
The Director of Access, Digital and Distributed Learning presented the digital learning 
infrastructure timeline. The timeline helps to visualise the Digital Learning infrastructure 
procurement and governance process to date. 
 
The timeline demonstrates progression from the November 2014 SET meeting, which 
recommended upgrades to the infrastructure, to the subsequent on-going EU procurement 
process. 
 
The two main elements of the digital learning infrastructure, the main VLE and a multi-year 
synchronous teaching tool licence, will be procured through OJEU tender processes. There 
may be an opportunity to procure Blackboard Collaborate on a one-year licence to meet 
immediate business needs, but if this option is selected Blackboard Collaborate may not be 
the preferred solution in an OJEU exercise. The alternative would be a further delay in 
procuring a synchronous teaching tool, which would be detrimental to a number of courses. 

 
Blackboard 9.1 SP12 is unsupported meaning that an upgrade is advised.  The potential of 
a summer upgrade is being explored in partnership between ODL and ISD infrastructure.  
 
The Sharestream video streaming solution is now integrated with Blackboard and is receiving 
positive feedback from staff and students. Two events are planned in May to raise awareness 
of the technology, a Spring Series Webinar and a CHERP seminar. 
 

 VLE Standardisation 
 

Learning and Teaching Committee previously endorsed the paper and templates are now 
available to request for new or existing module areas.  Templates incorporate guidelines and 
self-help videos. The templates have been created after consultation with staff and students 
and ensure consistency in layout and language. 

 
3 DIGITAL LEARNING STRATEGY 
 
 Digital Learning Strategy Workshop 
 

The Director of Access, Digital and Distributed Learning gave a verbal overview of the Digital 
Learning Strategy Workshop 
(http://addl.ulster.ac.uk/digitallearningworkshop).  
 
In January 2015, 52 stakeholders from across the institution participated in the workshop. 
The event consisted of presentations and breakout sessions.  Feedback and copies of the 
presentations have been collated and published on the dedicated website. 
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Digital Learning Strategy Next Steps 
 

The Director of Access, Digital and Distributed Learning gave a verbal overview of suggested 
next steps with regard to the Digital Learning Strategy. 
 
Core themes developing are Blended, Open and Online. Enablement themes encompass 
infrastructure, policy, resources and quality. The strategy will recognise interdependencies 
between physical and virtual spaces.  

 
4 DIGITAL LEARNING POLICY 
 
 There are a number of policy documents, pertaining to eLearning provision at Ulster, which 

reflect previous arrangements and the paper recommended updating these documents to 
reflect organisational change and amended responsibilities.  
 
AGREED: that the proposal be forwarded to Learning and Teaching Committee.   
 
Whilst the existing policy documents related to fully online courses, members agreed that the 
approaches to support, training and learning design would be valuable for all provision. There 
is recognition of this need and ambition to expand the policy, however a collaborative 
approach involving all stakeholders will be the most efficient use of resources.  

 
AGREED: that any feedback should be sent and through Chair’s action this will be forwarded 
to Learning and Teaching Committee.  (Note also Appendix Two). 

 
5 ANNUAL DIGITAL LEARNING REVIEW 
 
 Digital Learning Statistics and VLE Usage 
 

The interim report was presented, with the final annual report delivered at the end of 
academic year 14/15.  Academic feedback has influenced the change of layout, which is now 
in a more digestible infographic layout.  Members approved of the new layout and expressed 
support for migrating the style to a fully online Dashboard style version. 
 
It was recognised that increasing numbers of technical, support and academic related staff 
are attending training. This trend will inform the design of the training programme for 
academic year 15/16.  
 
The section on programme support areas (PSAs) was discussed at length.  The previous 
version had been circulated to faculties and a number of queries have arisen related to how 
PSAs are counted. The methodology will be refined in future reports and future reports will 
explain the approach. 
 
Some courses such as Masters, Diploma and Certificate would like to access one support 
area.  The Head of ODL assured that this was technically possible and requests should be 
sent to Blackboardhelpdesk@ulster.ac.uk.   
 
It was suggested that summary figures could be published in Inside magazine to better 
distribute information about the scale of digital learning activity. 

 
  

mailto:Blackboardhelpdesk@ulster.ac.uk
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6 REPORTS FROM DIGITAL LEARNING WORKING GROUPS  
 
  eLearning (Course Directors’) Forum (eLCDF) 
 

Infrastructure stability is a major concern for the forum members.  Recent financial 
remodelling of course fees is of concern and members felt that the new structure has made 
Ulster’s courses uncompetitive. 

 
 Ulster MOOCs and Open Learning Working Group (UMOLWG) 
 

The Working Group had now completed its work with a Draft Final Report.   Any comments 
before the finalisation of the report would be welcome. 
 
AGREED:  that any comments would be considered.  
 
As the work draws to a close the final report described the journey of the working group from 
a starting point of considering MOOC development to a position of cultural change and 
preparation through pilot open educational projects. The report has been supported by PVC 
(Learning, Teaching and Student Experience) and PVC (Research and Innovation).  The 
report sets out a clear vision in terms of the future direction, which whilst rooted in the present, 
and taking cognisance of our past progress and achievements, is not shackled or defined by 
them. A digital version will be produced and we encourage the community to distribute the 
report when available. 
 
The reports also strategically addresses the Research/Teaching nexus and outlines 
approaches to research dissemination through iTunesU and other open channels.   
 
Partnership developments have been explored with both Leeds and Dublin City University 
and whilst no immediate collaborations have been identified communications are being 
maintained. 

 
This open educational agenda will be embedded and developed in the digital learning 
strategy.  Members felt that this work will start open conversations at Ulster leading to 
required cultural change. 
 
The Pro-Vice-Chancellor (Learning, Teaching and Student Experience) commended the draft 
and suggested that the work should be sustained through dissemination events and perhaps 
theming the next CHERP conference. 
 
Some members expressed concern about metrics on open education activity being directly 
aligned to ‘academic promotion’ in the report and further clarification of this point should be 
explored in future versions.   

 
VLE Futures Working Group (VLEFWG) 

 
The main focus has been on digital learning policy and digital infrastructure.  Some members 
of the working group have also had initial engagement with other VLE vendors including 
Canvas, Bright Space and Moodle. 

 
May 2015 
PH/SAJC 
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APPENDIX ONE 

 

The Academic Spaces and Technology Advisory Group was subsequently constituted to represent 
the academic voice on the requirements of spaces and technologies for teaching and research-
informed teaching purposes. Your collective membership covers all campuses and faculties. 
  
The Academic Voice is the guiding principle for the deliberations of this group. The context may 
vary from time to time but on each occasion the objectives will be clear with the specific objectives 
and the advice sought. 
 
Membership 
 
Dr David Barr  
Dr Clare Carruthers  
Ms Rachel Dickson  
Prof Christopher Nugent 
Dr Malachy O’Neill  
Prof Jackie McCormack 
Prof Geoff McMullan 
Dr John Topping 
Prof Colin Turner  
 
This Advisory Group will be considering pilot projects as part of their remit and workflows. 
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APPENDIX TWO 

 

DIGITAL LEARNING POLICY 

Papers presented at the Virtual Learning Environment Futures Working Group (Paper No: 

VLEF/15/03) and the Digital Learning Sub Committee (Paper No DLSC/15/04) outlined proposed 

changes to policy relating to digital learning at Ulster.  There are a number of policy documents, 

pertaining to eLearning provision at Ulster, which reflect previous arrangements and the working 

group recommended updating these documents to reflect organisational change and amended 

responsibilities. The changes are summarised below. 

 

 It is proposed that the current e-learning resource agreement is replaced by a Digital 

Learning Resource Agreement (Annex).  

 

 ADDL provides a report to validation panels for any proposed new fully online course. 

These will now include an overview of the engagement of the course team with ADDL and 

provide an assessment of the readiness of staff and online materials/resources for the 

proposed start date. 

 

 The emerging Digital Learning Strategy has the core themes of Blended, Open and Online. 

It will incorporate the necessary policy and procedures for all aspects of digital learning 

including fully online courses.  

 

 The current Code of Practice for eLearning is withdrawn. 

 

As stipulated within the Programme Approval, Management and Review Handbook, where a 

course has a significant e-learning component, the course team should contact Access, Digital 

and Distributed Learning (ADDL) at the outset. The decision tree outlined in Appendix 7 of the 

PAMR Handbook suggests this should be 15 months before intake.  

 

This early involvement will ensure that the appropriate e-learning support can be scheduled into 

the course planning process before submission of documentation to APSC.   
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ANNEX: DIGITAL LEARNING RESOURCE AGREEMENT 

 

This digital learning agreement is a formal statement that necessary support has been agreed 

between the Faculty and Access, Digital and Distributed Learning (ADDL).  

 

FACULTY:  
 
 
PROGRAMME NAME:  
 
 
PLANNED FIRST INTAKE (MM/YYYY):  
 
 
NOMINATED ADDL STAFF MEMBER: (ADDL will be available to assist with queries from APSC 
and evaluation panel if necessary)  
 
 
NOMINATED FACULTY CONTACT POINT 
 
Consideration has been given to the following: 
 
Learning Design:  
 Blackboard Learn course areas - standard templates available. 

 Module Access Request System and content migration. 

 Mandatory Programme Support Area – standard template available. 

 VLE (Blackboard) tools and facilities available including content delivery, communication, collaboration, 
support and assessment and feedback / originality checking tools. 

 Various approaches and tools for digital learning. 

 Effective and good practice in terms of course development and delivery. 

 
Resourcing  
 Course team time allocated to development and delivery of online learning materials. 

 Identification of Instructional Design Consultant within ADDL for support and guidance. 

 
Professional Development Requirements  
 Training plan developed to ensure staff providing the programmes have the appropriate expertise and 

have opportunities to receive appropriate training.  

 This should encompass both technical expertise in delivery systems (including Ulster e-Tutor status of 
course team) as well as the usual evidence of pedagogical expertise. 

 

 

REQUIRED SIGNATURES:  

Head of School: _______________________  Date: _______________________  

Dean: _______________________________  Date: _______________________ 

Director of ADDL _______________________  Date: _______________________ 

Completed forms should accompany a CA1 or CA3 and be submitted for approval to the APSC as 

part of the normal round of programme evaluations and revisions.  


