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1 INTRODUCTION 

 
An outline of the formation and provenance of Access, Digital & Distributed Learning 
(ADDL) was presented by the Director (Dr Murphy) with a focus for the committee 
on: a) the establishment of the Office for Digital Learning; b) Senior Executive Team 
endorsement of a strategic review of Digital Learning; and, c) the validation and 
inauguration of the Digital Learning Sub Committee (DLSC). 
 
Following approval by Educational Partnerships and International Affairs Committee 
(EPIAC) and subsequently Senate, the DLSC, its Terms of Reference and its 
membership had been constituted, inter alia, to oversee the development and 
implementation of the Digital Learning Strategy.  
 
As part of the organisation and management restructure within ADDL, the 
Technology Enhanced Learning Experience Sub Committee (TELESC) had 
previously been stood down, with the eLearning Course Directors Forum (eLCDF), 
which previously reported into TELESC, now reporting to DLSC.   
 
In addition, the active Ulster MOOCs & Open Learning Working Group would take its 
governance from the DLSC.  
 
Finally, following consultation with appropriate Senior Executive stakeholders, 
including the Chairs of EPIAC, Learning and Teaching Committee and Library, 
Information & Student Administrative Services Committee (LISASC), a further 
working group of the DLSC would be established to develop and curate the 
institutional virtual learning environment - the Virtual Learning Environment Futures 
Working Group (VLEFWG). 

 
2 TERMS OF REFERENCE 

 
The draft Terms of Reference were accepted.  They were aligned to either a working 
group or forum of the DLSC or to an agenda item, so that all were explicitly 
addressed. 
 
AGREED: that in view of the recent PVC portfolio changes affecting ADDL, 
Dr Murphy would confirm through the PVC (Learning, Teaching and Student 
Experience) the reporting line of the DLSC. 
 
  



3 ULSTER MOOCS & OPEN LEARNING WORKING GROUP (UMOLWG) 
 
The Chair of the Working Group (Professor Hamber) updated the Sub-Committee on 
interim developments.  Key points were:  

 
• Consideration of both MOOCs and Open Learning. 
• Review of opportunities and challenges of MOOCs: 

o MOOCs are often not open. 
o MOOCs do not provide direct income. 
o Most MOOC experimentation has occurred in Russell Group universities. 
o Many MOOC initiatives were top-down initiatives. 
o Successful MOOCs are often in less obvious subjects. 
o Institutional culture and strategy underpin successful MOOC delivery. 
o MOOC production is usually supported by a dedicated production team. 
o Resource required to market, promote, develop, deliver and review so that 

MOOC projects should not be underestimated. 
o Poor quality MOOC experience can be a serious threat to institutional 

reputation.  MOOCs are often supported by partnerships to reduce risk 
and aid network penetration. 

o Big data potential of MOOCs tends to be the preserve of the platform 
provider. 

o MOOC threat to short course provision remains but has not yet 
materialised to any great extent. 

• Enhanced institutional debate using invited guest speakers, such as Professor 
Neil Morris recently. 

• Review of platforms, such as FutureLearn; strengths and limitations most 
notably the barriers to entry for new partners outside existing consortia. 

• Potential for exposure of research activity through targeted MOOCs. 
 
AGREED: that the following will be presented at the next DLSC: 
 
(i) A draft strategy/vision statement on Open Learning at Ulster.  
 
(ii) Criteria for an institutional call, selection and supported development of a pilot 

MOOC from Ulster. 
 
(iii) A targeted and ODL-supported call for the development and publication of 

Open Educational Resources (OERs) from Ulster. 
 

4 eLEARNING COURSE DIRECTORS’ FORUM (eLCDF) 
 
The Head of the Office for Digital Learning (Mr Jaffrey) presented a paper from the 
Forum. The eLCDF was defined as an informal academic community of practice for 
Course Directors, Programme Managers and eLearning Coordinators. It was 
explained that the membership of this forum was not derived exclusively from fully 
online programmes. The expertise and knowledge of the forum was reaffirmed as an 
asset to inform policy and practice for online course delivery, organisation and 
management. 
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The eLCDF met twice in the 2013/14 academic year.  In summary exchanges 
covered: 
• Update on the Blackboard hardware, infrastructure, licensing.  
• Server migration, licensing and VLE options. 
• Updates on the work of UMOLWG and WPM for short courses. 
• Issues with online assessment.  
• Quality assurance processes for flexible online courses.   
• Digital marketing and use of social media. 
• Digital learning technologies, including streaming media and synchronous 

technologies. 
 

5 DIGITAL LEARNING STRATEGY 
 
The Director of ADDL presented a draft concept paper as a precursor to the Digital 
Learning Strategy.  It was acknowledged that members would need more time to 
consider the paper outside the meeting and feedback was welcomed. 
 
Discussion focused on the following selected sections: Principles and Scope, Vision 
Statement, and Structure of a Digital Learning Strategy, and initial concepts for 
Underpinning, Enablement, Measures of Success, Oversight and Milestones were 
reviewed.  
 
The following points were noted in particular:  

 
(a) It was considered that the staff experience was underplayed in the concept 

paper.  
 
(b) There was discussion concerning Private Learning Environments (PLEs), 

where a PLE is an individual learning environment curated by a student and 
encompasses open-source tools and third party tools. It was explained that the 
strategy will take account of PLEs as a future horizon but that the VLE and 
associated technologies corresponded to the current institutionally supported 
platform.  

 
(c) Similarly, a point was raised on the status of a range of departmentally 

developed VLEs and associated technologies, including subject specific tools. It 
was explained that the strategy would lead to informed debate and would 
clearly articulate those technologies that would be adopted and formally 
supported and those that would be recognised. 

 
Enablement and support such as digital marketing, staff development and digital 
literacy were discussed, as well as standardisation of the VLE and terminologies. 
 
Following extensive discussion with recommended amendments, the concept paper 
was accepted in principle.   
 
AGREED:   

 
(i) That the concept paper continue to be developed into a strategy paper and 

taken forward by a small authoring group lead by the Director of ADDL.   
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(ii) That reference to the staff experience should be strengthened in the paper to 
complement the student experience. 

 
(iii) That the Digital Learning Strategy (and papers of the VLEFWG) articulate 

explicitly those technologies that would be adopted and formally supported and 
those that would be recognised. 

 
(iv) Digital marketing for short courses and CPD provision should be considered as 

part of a digital learning strategy. 
 
(v) Staff development and raising digital literacy amongst academic staff be 

emphasised. 
 
(vi) That programmes without a programme support area in Blackboard should be 

identified and a report circulated to Deans for review and action where 
appropriate. 

 
(vii) That a glossary of definitions should be included in the strategy document. 
 

6 THE VIRTUAL LEARNING ENVIRONMENT 
 
Mr Jaffrey presented the Virtual Learning Environment paper.  It was noted that the 
VLE can be more flexible and can be extended to include third party integrations and 
social media tools.  There was discussion about synchronous learning technologies 
such as Blackboard Collaborate and Big Blue Button. Professor Moore informed the 
meeting that his School is actively using Big Blue Button and he was willing to share 
his experience. 
 
The need for exploring learner analytics software solutions was recommended and 
supported fully by the Sub-Committee. 
 
The impact of 24/7 contact between staff and students was discussed. Student 
expectations for VLE use sometimes places demand on academic staff outside 
normal working hours.  It was suggested that student expectations could be best 
managed through a clear statement of staff availability being published in the VLE 
module/programme area. 

 
VLE Futures Working Group  
 
The draft Terms of Reference were presented to the Sub-Committee and it was 
noted that the Working Group membership would have representation from Office for 
Digital Learning, ISD, CHERP and two academic representatives from the Faculties 
(one established in online learning and one seeking to enhance its portfolio through 
online means). 

 
Infrastructure Update 
 
It was noted that a four hourly VLE backup is now applied between Coleraine and 
Jordanstown. The schedule will be reviewed after consideration of resource demand 
at peak periods.  The VLE hardware had been renewed with an investment of 
£50,000 in servers. 
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Activity Reporting 
 
Mr Jaffrey reported that there have been several requests for VLE plugin installations 
including Web PA, iSpring presenter Pro and Turnitin. The Office for Digital Learning 
would be considering the requests and would report back to the DLSC on the 
workflows to review and adopt new requests. 
 
Professor Moore discussed his School’s iPad initiative and would explore 
opportunities to exploit Blackboard and collaborate with ODL and CHERP.  
 

7 ATTENDANCE MONITORING 
 
As endorsed both by EPIAC and Learning and Teaching Committee, Widening 
Access and Participation have been supporting a pilot of the ActivWireless 
attendance monitoring system.  This system will passively monitor attendance and 
actively trigger automated support interventions, alerts and analysis.  There has 
been positive feedback from students in other universities that have used it.  It was 
noted that careful consideration of opt-in policy on its use will be undertaken. 
 
 
October 2014 
BM/SAJC 
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