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UNIVERSITY OF ULSTER Paper No LTC/15/25 
 
LEARNING AND TEACHING COMMITTEE Agenda Item 7 
14 October 2015 
 
REPORT FROM DIGITAL LEARNING SUB-COMMITTEE (22.9.15) 

 
PRESENT 
 
Professor P Hanna (Chair), Mr D Comiskey, Dr N Cunningham, Professor D Hazlett, 
Mr A Jaffrey, Professor J McCormack, Mrs Á MacNeill, Dr B Murphy, Mrs C Murphy, 
Mrs J Peden and Dr S Roulston 
 

1 CHAIR’S COMMUNICATIONS 
 
Academic, Spaces and Technologies Advisory Group (ASTAG) 
 
The newly established ASTAG has been advising on academic specifications for end-
point technologies in new teaching spaces across all campuses.  This group is jointly 
lead by the Director of ADDL (Dr Brian Murphy) and the Director of CHERP 
(Professor Diane Hazlett) and includes Dean’s nominations for each Faculty. Where 
academic sign-off is required an Executive Group with representation from Deans and 
PVCs will be convened.   
 
The group have been positively engaging with Information Services and Physical 
Resources using online collaboration tools to collect feedback from a broad cross 
section of the academic community. There have been many useful dialogues around 
space configuration and flexibility in teaching spaces.  The group does have concerns 
about the WI-FI specifications and have raised this with ISD colleagues.  
 
ASTAG are supporting the design and specification of active learning classrooms. A 
number of new spaces, with flexible layouts, are available in academic year 15/16. 
The Pro-Vice-Chancellor (Learning, Teaching and Student Experience) has 
communicated to all staff who are timetabled to use the new rooms, explaining the 
motivation for change and requesting feedback on the experience. The rooms will be 
evaluated over a three-year period and funding opportunities are being explored for 
expansion and enhancement of these spaces and their technologies. 

 
 The feedback will feed through the Digital Learning Sub-Committee as well as the 

Greater Belfast Development Group, and Senior Executive Team. 
 

ASTAG have identified a small number of room types which are missing from current 
specifications and have recommended that conversations continue, particularly 
around lecture capture webinar and recording rooms. 

 
 Timetabling for GBD 
 
 As part of the transition and fit to GBD, the Head of Planning & Development and the 

Timetabling Officer met with the joint Chairs of ASTAG. The approach was first to 
explore the most efficient use of space and, secondly, to examine how new 
pedagogies and technologies would change the use of space.  With regard to the 
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former, the statistics of utilisation demonstrated that a target of 50% utilisation (up from 
around 30% currently) would allow an optimal fit of the current timetable before change 
in practice was applied. It was also noted that more frequent (weekly) sampling of 
utilisation for 2015/16 was planned with reporting to Heads of School in order to bring 
greater transparency to efficient use of space vis-a-vis the space-charging process. 
 
AGREED: 

  
i) that a high level report would be presented at the next meeting by the Head of 

Planning and Development; 
 
ii) that a report from ASTAG would become a standing item on the agenda. 
 
Downtime Occurrence 
 
The Blackboard alert system indicated a fault in the early hours of Wednesday 16 
September and this was confirmed by staff in the Office for Digital Learning at 06:00.  
The ISD Infrastructure Team quickly identified that the fault was as a result of a more 
substantial outage affecting all systems in the Coleraine Data Centre.   
 
The Deputy Director of Finance and Information Services confirmed that the fault 
occurred at 04:00 and was identified as a failure in the power unit on the storage array.  
The backup also failed due to a cooling system failure.  The system is supported by a 
third party supplier who has never witnessed a similar failure. The supplier is now 
proceeding with an investigation to establish the cause of the failure.   
  
The fix required a ‘spare part’, which was subsequently installed on the evening of 
Wednesday 16th.  The ISD infrastructure team then restored services in a controlled 
manner, prioritising core business systems such as Online Enrolment. The database, 
virtual servers and infrastructure were handed back to Office for Digital Learning at 
approximately 03:30 on Thursday morning.  The Digital Learning Systems Manager 
conducted checks to the system before bringing it back online at 09:30 on Thursday.   
 
Through the Chair, the Head of the Office for Digital Learning expressed thanks to ISD 
Infrastructure for the extra-ordinary overnight work to bring the VLE and core systems 
back online and for ISD User Services for co-ordinating communication. Of particular 
help was the triage of support and the standardised status page which minimised 
support tickets arriving at the Office for Digital Learning. 
 
Annual Review of Terms of Reference 
 
The chair presented the Terms of Reference and it was agreed that there were no 
changes required and the following minor amendments were to be made to the 
membership:   
 
a) ‘Dr’ Diane Hazlett is now ‘Professor’ Diane Hazlett; 
b) Mr Michael Quigg to be added as the student sabbatical from the Students’ 

Union; 
c) the word ‘Former’ put before Chair of the Ulster MOOCs and Open Learning 

Working Group and their membership would be retained as there is still a 
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substantial amount of work to be done on the Open Learning and Research work-
streams; 

d) deletion of the Digital Learning Award Winner reference. 
 
2 DIGITAL LEARNING INFRASTRUCTURE  

 
Synchronous Teaching Tool 
 
A user requirements specification for a Synchronous Teaching Tool was submitted to 
the Procurement Office at the end of April 2015. Despite a single annual licence being 
below the EU procurement threshold, the Procurement Office advised procuring an 
option to extend should this be necessary; the contract was procured as a 1+1+1.  A 
three-year contract was likely to exceed EU Procurement thresholds and the 
procurement was therefore through Official Journal of the European Union (OJEU).  
Subsequently the tender was completed in June and launched in July 2015.   
 
The first stage of the procurement selection exercise was completed on 12 August. 
Only one vendor submitted and their tender was progressed to Stage 2 selection, 
which was completed on 2 September. The vendor was able to demonstrate the 
documented workflows and fully met the requirements identified in the scope of 
services document. Accordingly, Blackboard Collaborate was identified as the 
preferred supplier and has been issued a notification letter by the Procurement Office.  
Following contractual agreement, and a purchase order being raised, Blackboard will 
commence the implementation and roll-out phase.  It is planned that the system will 
be available early during semester one.  The Panel were assured that the preferred 
supplier offers a software-as-a-service hosted solution which will plug into the existing 
VLE and any future VLE. 

 
Once contracts have been negotiated, integration between Blackboard Collaborate 
and Ulster’s development Blackboard instance can commence.  Following a period of 
functional testing the integration between the production environment and Blackboard 
Collaborate will be launched.  As an interim solution, GotoMeeting is being offered as 
an alternative Synchronous tool to the small number of academic teams who need 
access to Synchronous technologies immediately. 

 
AGREED:  that academic teams already using GotoMeeting would be consulted 

when Blackboard Collaborate is available and given the option to remain 
with GotoMeeting or switch to the new product, thus minimising any 
adverse effect on students. 

 
Procurement of Ulster’s Next Generation VLE 
 
The procurement exercise has commenced with the target selection date of 
November 2015.  PWC facilitated a requirements gathering workshop (June 2015) 
with broad representation from across the institution.  One-to-one interviews with a 
sample of staff and fully online students were also conducted.  PWC’s final report and 
requirements document was completed and presented to key stakeholders in late 
July 2015.  This has been used to inform the tender documentation which is in final 
draft stages and will be released to market by the beginning of October 2015.  The 
latest draft of the Scope of Services document is an appendix to Paper No 
DLSC/15/15. 
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AGREED:  
 

i) that all members consult on the procurement documents and feedback 
comments to digitallearning@ulster.ac.uk before the end of September; 
 

ii) that the Digital Learning Sub Committee, VLE Futures Working Group and 
eLearning Course Directors Forum would be asked to participate in the 
selection process.  

 
Digital Learning Enhancements 
 
This was an update rather than upgrade, providing some new functionality, enhanced 
features and fixes to some known issues with the previous version. 

 
a) Student preview now gives instructors the ability to experience Blackboard areas 

as a real student, allowing instructors to complete assessments, check adaptive 
release and submit assignments exactly as a student would.  More information 
is found at  
http://wiki.ulster.ac.uk/display/VLESUPPORT/Using+Student+Preview.  

 
b) The Portfolio tool has been updated. The authoring canvas is now more 

intuitive and accessible.  Marks can be assigned to a portfolio in the Grade 
Centre and only one version of the tool is available, merging the legacy basic 
and personal portfolio functionality. More information is found at 
http://wiki.ulster.ac.uk/display/VLESUPPORT/Portfolio+Homepage. The 
Portfolio tool is now accessible via the global navigation menu – under tools. 

 
c) Grading enhancements include the Grader app which is available for iOS devices 

and allows instructors to access and grade Blackboard Assignment submissions 
on a mobile or tablet device.  The tool provides: inline viewing of student 
submissions, audio and video feedback, Blackboard integration and retention 
centre integration.  ‘My Grades’ is the feature through which students receive 
feedback and grades on assessments and this has been improved.  It is more 
intuitive to use and students can now locate feedback easily by clicking ‘View 
Feedback’.  Also, previous version bugs have now been resolved.  Anonymous 
and delegated grading is now available and more details can be found at 
http://wiki.ulster.ac.uk/display/VLESUPPORT/Delegate+Grading.  

 
d) A problem was identified last year with traffic from Ulster’s WiFi network and 

Eduroam being directed to one node of the load-balanced environment. This 
caused load problems on the virtual server resulting in instability and slow 
response times at peak traffic periods.  In July 2015, the infrastructure has been 
reconfigured to use SSL (Secure Sockets Layer) Offloading allowing a round-
robin distribution of traffic. 

 
e) Dissemination of new features is through a webinar and a new features package 

has been added to each of the Blackboard Basics sessions delivered on each 
campus.  Digital communication and some print resources will also support the 
rollout during the academic year. 

 

mailto:digitallearning@ulster.ac.uk
http://wiki.ulster.ac.uk/display/VLESUPPORT/Using+Student+Preview
http://wiki.ulster.ac.uk/display/VLESUPPORT/Portfolio+Homepage
http://wiki.ulster.ac.uk/display/VLESUPPORT/Delegate+Grading
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AGREED:  that Deans should also be contacted to make Heads of Schools aware 
of developments and that dedicated contacts within faculties be point of 
contact for a deeper subject-level context. 

 
Digital Learning Statistics 2014/15 
 
See appendix. 
 
AGREED:   

 
i) that faculty representatives would feed back the statistics to their faculties; 

 
ii) that key statistics such as session length be monitored as the Digital Futures 

strategy matures and the virtual environment becomes a more active virtual 
campus than a content repository. 

 
3 DIGITAL LEARNING STRATEGY 

 
Digital Futures 
 
The Executive Summary of the University’s new Digital Futures strategy 2015-2018 is 
now available (http://addl.ulster.ac.uk/digitalfutures/view/digital-learning-strategy-
digital-futures). This is a soft release pending formal announcement. The high level 
Vision, Scope, Principles, Objectives and Blueprint provided in the Executive 
Summary, have been approved by both Senate and the Senior Executive Team. The 
full strategy - titled: Digital Futures, a strategy to shape the future of Blended, Open 
and Online Learning at Ulster - will now move to consultation, development and 
implementation stages. Aspects of the full strategy will be released in due course. 
Elements of the strategy will be accompanied by an invited blogs series. 
Professor Neill Morris has authored the first blog posts of the series on the subject of 
‘From Research to Open Learning using Digital Technologies’. 
 
The Digital Futures project will be reported through the Organisational Development 
Change Management (ODCM) working groups. 

 
AGREED:  that a paper will be presented at the next DLSC on the Benefits 

Realisation Plans which are major work streams and articulate what 
success will look like. 

 
4 DIGITAL LEARNING POLICY 

 
Copyright Audit 
 
The Copyright Audit is conducted through an agreed process. One Faculty is selected 
each semester and the Dean is informed. Copyright documentation is circulated prior 
to the random sampling of modules.  The results of the 14/15 audit indicated a 
significant reduction in copyright infringements, two modules had no copyright 
infringements and the second with a small number of minor issues (categorised 
green). The minor issues have been reported back to the subject librarian and content 
owner for review.  
  

http://addl.ulster.ac.uk/digitalfutures/view/digital-learning-strategy-digital-futures
http://addl.ulster.ac.uk/digitalfutures/view/digital-learning-strategy-digital-futures
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5 REPORTS FROM DIGITAL LEARNING WORKING GROUPS  
 
VLE Futures Working Group (VLEFWG) 
 
Digital Learning Resource Agreements have now replaced the eLearning Resource 
Agreements. The Digital Learning Resource Agreement is currently paper-based and 
there is an expectation to move this online. However the form exists within a paper 
based workflow and will need further specification work. 

 
VLE User Management and Data Retention Policy was discussed and is currently in 
consultation phase. The academic community identified a number of scenarios where 
both staff and students would require longer-term access to historical modules. These 
cases are being explored further before final draft of the policy. 

 
The Autumn series of online webinars are under development and would include the 
use of Blackboard Collaborate. 
 
The 2015/16 Special Call, launched in May 2015, received 29 applications from 19 
schools and central departments. A panel reviewed and scored the submissions 
against the criteria. Four projects were commissioned for the academic year 2015/16.  
Because of the number of high-quality applications, a number of projects were also 
offered alternative resource and support to achieve their learning outcomes.  Others 
were offered training, development time and introductions to external partners to 
progress projects.  All projects are being developed with open publishing in mind using 
creative commons licencing, original soundtracks and assets. 
 
The Academic Development Prospectus is currently being specified and will be a 
central resource for digital learning staff development. 
 
EesySoft Reports are being piloted.  The software provides learner analytics on how 
Blackboard is being used.  The software helps to identify the most popular tools and 
also reports on third party integrations such as Turnitin.  The data and analytics will 
help inform progress on the Digital Learning Blueprint. 
 
The Exemplar Dissertation Repository on the VLE was discussed at length and it was 
recognised that further work would be needed to understand current practices. There 
are three aspects within this project: the online submission of projects and 
dissertations through the VLE (Office for Digital Learning); the exemplar dissertation 
repository (Library); and the dissertation printing policy (Reprographics). It also was 
acknowledged that local academic policies were in place and it was suggested that 
Learning and Teaching Co-ordinators could contribute to requirements gathering.  

 
AGREED:  that requirements gathering for online dissertation submission, exemplar 

repository and printing be furthered through Learning and Teaching Co-
ordinators. 

 
 
 

1 October 2015 
 
PH/SAJC 
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APPENDIX 
 

DIGITAL LEARNING STATISTICS 2014/15 
 
a) Blackboard usage 2014/15 

 Active users in academic year – 26,329 

 Active modules in busiest 30 day period – 8,716 

 Turnitin submissions in 2014/15 – 64,732 
b) Blackboard activity compared to same period 2013/14 

 Page views – 58,114,624 (0.39% increase) 

 User sessions – 3,485,459 (7.29% increase) 

 Average session - 07:33 minutes (5.42% decrease)  
c) Blackboard device access by web browser 

 Computer/Laptop – 77.7% 

 Tablet – 6.1% 

 Mobile – 16.2% 
d) Mobile web access to Blackboard 

 Android – 28.01% 

 Windows – 6.25% 

 iOS – 65.27% 
e) Dedicated Mobile App Statistics 

 Unique users – 27,174 

 Logins on single day – 33,000 

 iOS users – 86% 
f) Digital Learning Training Sessions delivered 

 Academic Induction - 30 

 Assessment and Turnitin - 100 

 Blackboard Basics - 90  

 Digital Learning Health Checks - 55 

 Mobile - 10 

 Group Work - 8 

 Webinars - 90 

 Sharestream/Lecture Capture – 85 

 Delivered to 48 different Schools/Units including central departments. 
g) Faculty Blackboard usage live in Blackboard  

Modules 

 Art, Design and the Built Environment – 88% 

 Arts – 63% 

 Computing and Engineering – 80% 

 Life and Health Sciences – 86% 

 Social Sciences – 75% 

 Ulster University Business School – 78% 

 No great changes from last year 
Programmes 

 Art, Design and the Built Environment – 71% 

 Arts – 44% 

 Computing and Engineering – 58% 

 Life and Health Sciences – 73% 

 Social Sciences – 61% 

 Ulster University Business School – 69% 

 Live programme support areas are included only. 


