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UNIVERSITY OF ULSTER 
 
TEACHING AND LEARNING COMMITTEE 
19 October 2011 
 
COMMENTARY ON THE UNIVERSITY OF ULSTER’S TEACHING AND 
LEARNING STRATEGY 
 
The Teaching and Learning Strategy of the University of Ulster was reviewed by the 
author along with other key strategies1 in response to a request from 
Professor Denise McAlister.  A round of face to face meetings, based upon a set of 
questions2, took place complemented the desk based document review. This 
commentary, on the strategy itself and the implementation of the strategy, is 
provided with a major caveat - that the reviewer is making them in good faith based 
on the evidence provided but on incomplete knowledge.  Where Faculties or schools 
are identified it is to illustrate points to improve process and not to be overtly critical. 
 
Strong Points 
 
As an external reader the author found the University of Ulster to have a substantial 
number of strong points in both its Teaching and Learning Strategy and the 
implementation of that strategy and these included the following: 
 

1. The Teaching and Learning Strategy provides a clear statement of the 
direction and key ambitions of the University of Ulster with regard to learning 
and teaching. There is credence in the University’s strapline “Professional 
Education for Professional Life”. 
 

2. Organisation of the document around the four Strategic Aims and two Cross-
Cutting Supporting Aims works very well and the centre pages show very 
clearly how the strategy matches up to the university’s vision and mission; this 
is a model of good practice. 
 

3. The approach by the University of Ulster of presenting the strategy in a short, 
clearly laid out, single document – the ‘executive summary’ - ensures it is 
accessible and readily understood as was borne out in meetings. The 
Strategy has wide and strong institutional buy in (‘hearts and minds’) resulting 
from the consultative, iterative approach to its creation. This has provided the 
opportunity for other related strategies to be taken into account. 
 

4. Related to the above, it is evident from face to face meetings that the 
distribution of authority and power between the centre and the Faculties has 
been carefully judged.  This contributes to, and ensures that ownership of 
responsibility for the implementation, drives the progress within the Faculties 
but allows for ‘centrally co-ordinated’ approaches when required. Overall, the 
‘Team’ under the direction of the PVC Teaching and Learning and co-
ordinated via the Teaching and Learning Committee (TLC) with Faculty 
representation, greatly helps to ensure implementation and delivery of the 

                                                
1 See Appendix A for documents reviewed 
2 See Appendix B (not attached) 
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strategy:  this provides very strong management and oversight of the 
Teaching and Learning Strategy implementation. 

 
5. The Annual Action Plans and Performance Reports 

Implementation of the strategy and monitoring of Key Indicative Performance 
Measures is developed by the Teaching and Learning Committee and the 
Progress Reports on Achievement of Objectives clearly set out the key 
institutional and Faculty priorities and progress made. The ‘Key Teaching and 
Learning Priorities, Activities and Performance Measure’ charts provide a 
concise summary of the agreed priorities and show how these have been 
progressed. 
 

6. The recognition in the strategy document of the need to annually adapt to new 
University and Government priorities is important; it is a live document. 

 
7. There was a highly professional, and very commendable, stance on funding. 

No major issues were raised although that is not to say it is not of a big 
concern. In some cases the tight funding was seen as a positive in focusing 
the mind on the real priorities. Imaginative responses such as the UPGRADE 
internship programme for workplacements are to be commended.  

 
8. The Teaching and Learning Strategy provides an enhancement focus 

reflecting the University’s deliberate decision to gradually move away from a 
quality compliance culture. It is arguable that “the steady pressure (from the 
centre) has moved the Faculty (-ies) in the right direction”. 

 
Within all of the change happening in the University and efforts to reduce the 
academic burden, quality is seen to be at the point of delivery.  Management 
of quality, at the Course Committee level, is seen as advantageous and 
ensuring enhancement is academically-driven. The structural mechanisms in 
place to monitor quality and assess risks were reported as being robust as 
was full confidence in the robustness of the metrics used to triangulate data.  
 

9. The University of Ulster can be confident that significant progress has been 
made in most cases with implementing the 4 Strategic Aims and 2 Cross-
cutting Supporting Aims in the first three years of implementing its Teaching 
and Learning Strategy. This is evidenced in both the Annual Performance 
Reports and from perceived progress reported in face to face meetings and 
can be attributable to the wide and strong institutional buy in (See Appendix D 
for Traffic lights). The only consistently reported limited progress was with 
Cross-Cutting Aim 2 with staff reporting that was the aim they had least 
control over.  Progress has been helped by having a prioritized drive on a 
number of key areas such as the First Year, small group teaching and 
assessment and feedback. 

 
10. Implementation of the strategy is reliant, in part, upon the support of central 

services. Comments from the face to face meetings confirmed that a number 
of central services (such as CHEP, Flexible Learning, Careers, central 
timetabling and LRC) were playing an important role in actively supporting the 
implementation.  
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Points for Consideration 
 
The University of Ulster’s Teaching and Learning Strategy is a very useful document 
for external readers and reviewers and the internal audience as it presents a very 
clear and concise account of the university’s ambitions for learning and teaching. To 
build on the strengths and further progress the implementation, the University may 
wish to consider the following: 
 

1. Students:    In terms of the bottom line, the student experience, student 
representatives reported on a wide range of engagements taking place to 
enhance the student learning experience; it is evident that both the Student 
body and University are making considerable efforts to increase partnership 
engagement and that the appointment of a full-time officer has made an 
important difference. 
 
It is recommended the University reflects on and considers building on 
strengthening, and where appropriate, formalising that engagement and looks 
at how those staff not engaging can be won over. The Student body 
recommendation was for the Class Representative system to be applied to all 
courses, and that there is a need to promote how students can become more 
engaged. 
 

2. Strategic thinking and strategy alignment:  The Teaching and Learning 
Strategy was derived from the Corporate Strategic Plan 2006/07 – 2010/11 
and interlinks with a number of other university strategies – Widening Access, 
Collaborative Provision etc.  There are a number of alignment issues that to 
an external reader are inconsistent and anomalous. The University may wish 
to tighten the alignment and exact expression of the strategic thinking and the 
core strategic aims and cross cutting aims in the Corporate Plan with the 
Teaching and Learning Strategy; in particular, the objectives and wording of 
the objectives to ensure more exact ‘congruence and consistency’.   

 
3. Funding and (Annual) Strategic priorities:  The current agendas being 

pursued are challenging. The University may wish to consider: 
 

- Prioritizing the priorities, particularly given the growing financial 
constraints and also reviewing some current priorities to align the 
aspirations of the strategy with the cuts; “The University is pumping 
out a lot of messages”; 
 

- The considerable work on small group teaching is laudable as a 
means to provide academic support and improve retention but it is 
contrary to the UK trends.  In the current economic climate the 
University may wish to consider its sustainability and consider more 
cost-effective ways e.g. assessment and feedback (and 
feedforward) practices that can play a significant role in retention; 

 
- There are issues with the maintenance and enhancement of 

(Faculty) space - the physical and social environment - and the 
balance of central and Faculty funds. Concerns were raised around 
core income cuts and their impact on Faculties needing state of the 
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art teaching labs and facilities including software,  as well as on the 
Magee campus; 

 
- Whether there is value in making funding more ‘visible’ - The 

Teaching and Learning strategy refers to the third (Post 
consultation) phase of development being the resourcing 
implication – from a reading it is not transparent and there is little 
explicit reference to funding in the documentation.  This may or may 
not be an issue. 

 
4. Relationship between teaching, learning, scholarship and research:   

 
Having a clearly articulated strategic view of the relationship between 
research, scholarship and teaching and learning linked to Vision and Mission 
is vital for any UK University.  Perhaps one of the most important issues 
identified by the author is the fact the Teaching and Learning Strategy states 
‘the need to continually reinforce the parity of esteem which it accords to all 
three core activities, namely, teaching and learning, research and academic 
enterprise”.  
 
The author found little evidence that this issue and linkage is either integrated 
in strategic thinking or reflected substantially in the Performance reports 
2008/9 (only Faculty Life and Health Science reports) even though, latterly it 
is emerging in reporting.  
 
The University may wish to consider how it can avoid fueling divergence and 
best seek out the syngergies and complimentarity of these activities to drive 
both the research and teaching and learning agendas and promote evidence-
based learning. 
 
Other practical matters in the Faculties such as the teaching-research mix 
(reported as not being good with increasing tension between staff teaching 
expertise and research expertise); the reported disengagement of research 
staff from students and how they could be playing an active role in teaching 
and learning; new staff and a priority for research and teaching seen as a 
casual add on “oh and what can you teach”, all need to be considered. 
Further consideration be given on both how to support PhD and post doctoral 
students and their learning experience including development of ‘Generic 
skills’ but also on how post doctoral students could become more involved in 
teaching and their role more visible. 
 
That said, CHEP reported it has a module for the development of research 
capacity for academic staff and the Head of Human Resources was able to 
evidence that there are structural mechanisms in place to support the parity. It 
is not clear how academic enterprise is viewed (but see Perception and reality 
later). Support staff should not be excluded from the broad issue above. 
 

5. Internationalisation: The University Vision in the Corporate Plan “To be a 
university with a national, and international reputation for excellence, 
innovation and regional engagement” has little substantiation and next to no 
reporting in the three Annual Performance Reports.  Whilst the University has 
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a wide range of students coming in, because of the political history and the 
historical strong sense of region and place it will be difficult to move in the 
direction on internationalisation as set out in the DELNI Strategy for H.E. 
2010-2020. The University may wish to review its goals and ambitions, or 
expression of them.  
 

6. The Annual Operational Plan,  Progress (with implementation) through 
Annual Performance Reporting and Monitoring: Process   
 
Confidence in affirming and assessing progress in implementing the strategy, 
longitudinally over the 3 year reporting period 2008/09, 2009/10 and 2010/11 
could be increased if there is clarification on how ‘activities’ and ‘actions’ are 
to be interpreted in the Action Plans; there is more longitudinal reporting on 
progress against each supporting objective;  the templates are used 
consistently and clearly titled at the top on what they are and whose they are; 
Key Performance Indicators and Faculty Performance Measures are made  
SMARTER;  More use of quantifying activities is made;  timescale for 
progress towards achievement of the target are clearly indicated; and possibly 
having a column to allocate resources against priorities; explicitly reporting 
when an area of development has become embedded and is therefore been 
completed: (nothing is reported as ‘dropping off’ the agenda; how the 
Collaborative Provision Strategy and Action Planning with the change in 
portfolio is managed and, how it is evaluating the impact of the strategy (as 
opposed to monitoring of the progress of implementation). Across UK HEIs 
evaluating impact assessment is an issue. 
 

7. Cross-Cutting Strategic Aim 1:  There is a lot of emphasis in Cross-Cutting 
Support Aim 1 on investing on staff development/CPD but it is not apparent 
there is any systematic institutional evaluation as to how it is all working. If it is 
not already being evaluated at the institutional level it would be wise to do so. 
 

8. Cross-Cutting Strategic Aim 2:  There is a consistency in the least progress 
made being reported with Cross-Cutting Support Aim 2; there was also the 
observation that this was the aim that staff had least control over. The 
physical and social learning space alongside the move to Belfast city centre 
requires further careful thought. 
 

9. Externality/Sharing good practice:     There may be a fundamental issue 
due to the University of Ulster’s geographical location away from the mainland 
but it is evident that while there are some strong external links e.g. CHEP and 
the 2 CETLS the University should seek to exploit the HEA to the full to 
ensure it is providing value for money to the University of Ulster. It also may 
wish to consider how staff can have more opportunities to access external 
good practices and how they are given structural time to enable them to do 
so. 
 

10. Perception and reality:   There are discrepancies between perception and 
reality (e.g. it was acknowledged the University has been doing a lot to 
address the parity of esteem for teachers and that things are improving but 
there remains a strong sense teaching is secondary and that promotions are 
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still research oriented. It was not clear how enterprise activity was, if at all 
being rewarded. 
 
Another example of the mismatch between perception and reality was the 
importance attached to the PG CHEP but in practice insufficient time was 
allocated to undertake it resulting in long completion times. It was reported the 
CPD Sub Committee needed to give organizational support at the policy level 
to this. 
 

11. Part-time pathways and access programmes: need to have a clearer focus 
and strategic steer. Having staff on ½ time contracts presents organizational 
difficulties such as not being able to go to meetings. 
 

12. Central services:  There is a perception voiced that some central services 
could and should be playing a fuller role in supporting the implementation of 
the strategy. The University may wish to consider the benefits and gains from 
better system integration between the VLE/MLE/Finance and Registry 
systems and a central automated attendance monitoring system and 
addressed in the appropriate forum. 
 

13. Wording of the strategy:  There is a good focus on the student experience 
running through the current strategy and the wording should be retained for its 
life. However for the next strategy consideration be given to an even greater 
focus on the student. The extent that the current Teaching and Learning 
Strategy reflects the centrality of the student in the University of Ulster’s 
documentation, planning, (committees) etc will need to take account of the 
developments in the external environment, i.e. new Government White Paper 
and QAA methodology etc. 
 

Concluding comment 
 
In the opinion of the author, as an external reviewer and critical friend, the University 
of Ulster has a well articulated, clear Teaching and Learning Strategy. In line with 
best practice it has been developed through careful consultation ensuring strong buy 
in. The University can be confident it has made strong, overall progress in 
implementing the strategy resulting in what the student representatives 
acknowledged was better engagement and an improving student experience. 
Continuing to do ‘more of the same’ and consideration of the points made in this 
report will enable the University of Ulster to introduce some ‘tweeks’ and successfully 
complete the  five year  implementation of its Teaching and Learning Strategy. 
 
Gabriel Jezierski 
Cardiff,   September 2011 
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Appendix A  Key documents reviewed 
 
Key documents reviewed 
 

 University of Ulster Teaching and Learning Strategy 2008/09-2012/13 
(Executive summary) 

 University of Ulster Teaching and Learning Strategy 2008/09-2012/13 (Full 
document); May 2008 

 University of Ulster Corporate Plan 2006/07 to 2010/11 
 Research Strategy for 2009 – 2014 
 University of Ulster International Strategy 2005-2010 
 University of Ulster Collaborative Provision Strategy 2010/11 – 2014/15 
 University of Ulster Widening Participation Strategic Assessment (2009) 

including Widening Participation Strategy 
 University of Ulster University Teaching and Learning Strategy: Progress 

Report on Achievement of Objectives : 2008/9 (All Faculties) 
 University of Ulster Achievement of Key Central Teaching and Learning 

Priorities in 2009/10 Reports (All Faculties) 
 University of Ulster Key Teaching and Learning Priorities, Activities and 

Performance Measures 2010/11 Reports (All Faculties) 
 
Note: The University of Ulster Corporate Plan 2011/12 to 2015/16 was received 
during the visit in August, 2011 


