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LEARNING AND TEACHING COMMITTEE Agenda Item 6 
19 October 2016       
 
REPORT FROM DIGITAL LEARNING SUB-COMMITTEE (27.09.16) 
 
PRESENT 
 
Professor P Hanna (Chair), Mr D Comiskey, Dr N Cunningham, Professor D Hazlett, 
Mr A Jaffrey, Mrs Á MacNeill, Professor D McAlister, Professor B Murphy, 
Mrs C Murphy, Dr M O’Neill, Mrs J Peden, Miss H Shiels, Dr J Uhomoibhi 
 

1. SECRETARIAT 
 

 The Chair, on behalf of the Sub-Committee, thanked Sharon Copeland for the work 
she undertook in supporting the Sub-Committee and welcomed Barbara Hunter who 
had taken over the role of Secretariat to her first meeting.  
 

2. COMMUNICATIONS FROM THE CHAIR 
 
a. Closure of IT Governance Group of ODCM/Digital Futures 

 
 There had been significant overlap between the work of the IT Governance Group 

and the Digital Learning Infrastructure Project, so now that the Infrastructure 
project was complete, it was appropriate that the IT Governance Group would also 
cease to operate. 

 
b. Digital Signage Task Group 

 
 As part of the Greater Belfast Development it was agreed to explore digital signage 

options to: 
 

 better inform students, and visitors, about the achievements of the University. 

 provide alternative digital channels for disseminating information. 
 

Mark Durkin, Professor of Marketing, had been asked to Chair a Digital Signage 
Task Group with the aim of making recommendations to the Digital Learning Sub-
Committee on how this would best be managed.  It was expected that the Task 
Group, which would comprise representation from the academic community and 
central departments, would consider what other HEIs were doing, identify best 
practice, and make recommendations on the way forward. 

 
3. TERMS OF REFERENCE AND MEMBERSHIP 

 
 The Terms of Reference and Membership were presented for consideration. 
  

a. Membership 
 

It was noted that: 
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 Ms Helen Shiels was the Ulster Business School representative, and not 
Professor Ronan McIvor as listed; 

 Professor Paul Moore was currently on Research leave but was expected to 
resume his involvement in the work of the Sub-Committee on his return in 2017. 

 
b. Terms of Reference 

 
It was AGREED that: 

 

 Terms of Reference No 2 and No 12 would be reworded as follows: 
 
2.  To have oversight of Faculty Digital Learning Plans. 
 
 12.To have oversight of educational and commercial partnerships which 
included significant aspects of digital delivery. 
 
Further consideration of the Terms of Reference would await the outcome of 
the ongoing review of committee structures. 
 

 Members were encouraged to be pro-active in bringing forward papers for 
consideration and discussion by the Sub-Committee. 

 
4. DIGITAL LEARNING INFRASTRUCTURE 

 
a. Digital Learning Environment Update 

 
The technical migration to Blackboard Managed Hosting had been completed on 
28 August 2016.  While the process had been challenging there were significant 
advantages to Ulster.  These included: 

 

 a Service Level Agreement (SLA) of 99.9% uptime; 

 a Staging Environment during upgrade planning to perform a ‘dry run’ before 
going to production; 

 a Test and Development Environment for customisation, integration and 
testing before release to production; 

 A dedicated project manager assigned for each major upgrade release.  
 

Operationally, Ulster now had: 
 

 24/7 support; 

 proactive monitoring, reporting and maintenance by Blackboard team; 

 managed business continuity and disaster recovery; 

 high availability, redundant failover to alternative data centre if necessary; 

 lower operational and capital expenditure with a near-zero risk on mission 
critical service failure; 

 the benefits of economies of scale for deployment of best in class 
infrastructure and expertise, allowing for better and more cost effective 
delivery than Ulster could achieve alone; 

 a known and fixed annual budget giving financial predictability with no 
unexpected costs related to personnel or infrastructure;  
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 one fixed fee covering the annual delivery costs regardless of hardware 
failure, increases in storage, bandwidth and users. 

 
It was NOTED that Appendix One, which summarised “lessons learned”, would be 
circulated through a number of channels with the aim of sharing knowledge with 
others who were going through IT procurement exercises at Ulster. 

 
It was AGREED that staff in the Information Services Department and the Office 
for Digital Learning would be thanked for the significant work they had undertaken 
in managing the delivery of this project over the summer period. 
 

b. Learning Analytics  
 

 An update paper on Learning Analytics, a core theme of the Digital Futures 
Strategy 2015-2018, was presented. 
 

 Ulster, aware that many companies active in the Virtual Learning Environment 
sector also offered Learning Analytics solutions, had included the requirement in 
the scope of services for the next generation DLE.  Blackboard, the preferred 
supplier for the DLE, had offered their Learning Analytics suite as part of their bid.  
They had alluded to the fact that they wished to have a successful Analytics 
implementation in Ireland to use as a case study which was why they had offered 
the licence as part of Ulster’s DLE contract. 

 
 It was noted that successful Analytics implementation would require: 

 
(i) additional resource to be dedicated to the project; 
(ii) confirmation that Blackboard consented to Ulster’s IT and data policies 

including the third party processing agreement. 
 

It was further noted that the University Secretary had confirmed that the statement, 
which students sign up to on application concerning the use of their personal data, 
had been reviewed and it was his belief that the existing statement was sufficient 
to cover the anticipated use of learning analytics data. 
 
The next steps were to: 

 
1. ensure Blackboard agreed to Ulster’s data protection policies; 
2. complete a technical specification for a full and baseline implementation; 
3. identify individuals to participate in a Project Board; 
4. prepare a resourcing paper for the December meeting of the IT Prioritisation 

Group; 
5. organise an inaugural meeting of the Learning Analytics Board to review the 

paper; 
6. submit resourcing paper to December meeting of the IT Prioritisation Group. 

 
It was AGREED that members of the Sub-Committee would submit their 
interest in participating in the Project Board or their recommendations as to 
others who they felt would be worthy contributors by email to the Secretary 
(ba.hunter@ulster.ac.uk) by Friday 28 October 2016 at the latest. 

mailto:ba.hunter@ulster.ac.uk
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5. DIGITAL LEARNING STRATEGY 
 
a. Digital Futures Update 

 
 The Sub-Committee noted that: 
 

(i) A refreshed digital learning platform, an associated suite of technologies, and 
a supported academic development prospectus would be available from 
September 2016. 

 
(ii) A number of active-learning, digital classrooms fitted with GBD-sec 

technologies had been specified at all campuses to aid familiarisation in the 
lead-in to GBD decant of courses. This would aid development and provide 
opportunities for the digital classroom experience but would not on its own 
guarantee all staff engagement with the digital classroom in advance of GBD 
migration. Mitigation would require: 

 

 continued conversion of active classrooms at JN and at BT (old); 

 a managed approach to staff development by faculties and schools; 

 prioritised support resource (ADDL/Office for Digital Learning) to expand 
the rate of staff development and change management (see also vii); 
and, 

 timely Digital Learning Healthchecks by School when close to GBD 
migration. 

 
(iii) It was estimated that less than half of modules on programmes were 

productively deploying digital delivery, student engagement, or 
administrative utility for assessment and feedback. There may consequently 
be an emerging deficit in deploying an effective institutional standard for the 
digital student experience. Policy developments were in place to address 
this. 

 
(iv) A series of Digital Learning policies and projects (e.g. Learning Analytics) 

approved by Learning and Teaching Committee would take effect from 
2016/17 onwards. These would result in 100% module population of the 
Digital Learning Environment and growth in automated academic 
administration of assessment and feedback as the early stages of the Digital 
Futures Blueprint. Later stages would drive rich engagement and support 
further improvements towards a high quality student experience. 

 
(v) Digital Learning Health Checks in advance of the 2016 decant to GBD proved 

an effective means of driving needs-based academic development through 
Heads of School. 

 
(vi) A wide range of development and support for Digital Learning was available 

but engagement responses, in the main, arose from self-assessment of need 
by individual and dedicated staff. For GBD development a more proactive, 
strategic, manager-driven approach needed to be considered. 

 
(vii) It was highly likely that KPIs for Digital Learning would be set. 
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(viii) Resourcing of support staff in the ADDL/Office for Digital Learning was 
critical and was low. The ratio of ADDL/ODL support staff to academic staff 
was 1:500; this was equivalent to two (new) faculties per Instructional Design 
Consultant. As demand for Digital Learning development and support rose 
this ratio would need to be reviewed.    

 
A paper suggesting that the relocation of support staff within faculties on a 
hub-and-spoke basis to the ADDL/Office Digital Learning be considered to 
alleviate this difficulty had been sent to SLT. Zero-cost solutions involving 
extant support staff within new restructured faculties would be the starting 
point for such considerations. A meeting with the incoming Pro-Vice-
Chancellor (Education) and the Chief Operating Officer had been set up to 
discuss this further. 

 
b. Learning Landscapes 

 
 Learning Landscape work was initiated with a focus on increasing awareness of 

staff and students to active learning and teaching approaches, in support of 
learning space design for Ulster campus developments. CHERP research around 
staff engagement with a range of L&T activities (2009-2015) has revealed 
significant and persistent variations in patterns of engagement both within and 
across schools. This underlying context represents a barrier to the institution-wide 
awareness and adoption of active and collaborative pedagogic approaches.  

 
 The paper presented detailed the activities undertaken to date and activities 

planned over the next 12 months with the expected outputs. 
 
 Of particular note is that: 

 

 Active Learning Projects in teaching rooms, studios and social learning spaces 
have been established to influence curriculum design, pedagogic innovation 
and learning enhancement in next generation learning spaces in Belfast, 
Coleraine and Magee. 

 All existing Faculties are engaged in 30 Active Learning Projects during 2015-
17. 

 These teams would be able to bring evidence-based awareness into the new 
Faculty structures. 

 The biggest challenge would be in scaling up the activity, particularly in 
scaling-up within the available timeframe. 
 

6. DIGITAL LEARNING POLICY 
 
a. Assessment and Feedback Policy 

 
 Learning and Teaching Committee, at its meeting on 20 June 2016, had endorsed 

the Draft Policies on Electronic Management of Assessment (EMA) and the Use 
of Turnitin at Ulster University. 

 
It was noted that: 
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(i) Draft Guidelines for the Use of Turnitin 
 
The Guidelines on the Use of Turnitin were intended to help improve 
students’ understanding of academic writing with the aim of reducing 
instances of plagiarism and improving student understanding of academic 
integrity and the expectations for academic writing with a consequent 
reduction in the instances of plagiarism. 

 
(ii) Draft Electronic Management of Assessment Policy 

 
The draft Electronic Management of Assessment Policy addressed the 
online submission of coursework assignments, return of marks and 
feedback, in accordance with the vision of the Digital Futures Strategy for 
100% online management of assessment and feedback where practicable. 
 
It was noted that: 
 

 Online submission was not feasible for some types of coursework 
and therefore academic teams would be allowed to opt out of the 
policy if a valid case were made. 

 While many Schools were already accepting submissions online, 
and many were also marking and providing feedback online, others 
would find it more challenging. 

 During 2015/15 there were 96,000 assignment submissions in 
Blackboard, which equates to 60% of the maximum possible 
number of ‘paper-based’ submissions. 

 Not all staff had appropriate hardware. 

 There would be a staged approach with online submission being 
achieved in Semester 2 of 2016/17, online return of marks in the 
following year and the online return of marks and feedback in 
2018/19. 

 Guidance and training to support the transition would be given. 

 Positive examples of practice would help adoption. 

 Encouraging External Examiners use of the VLE to review 
coursework submissions, provisional marks and feedback as part of 
their moderation duties would be challenging. 

 Key to overcoming the resistance of staff will be curriculum redesign 
and subsequent changes to assessment.  Resources will have to 
be focussed on these two things over the next two years. 
 

7. VLE FUTURES WORKING GROUP 
 
a. Project 10  
 

Project 10 was a collaboration between South West College and Ulster University.  
There were two strands to the project, one in Built Environment and one in 
Computing, both of which were supported by the Office for Digital Learning.  The 
aim was to allow students from SWC to study an Ulster degree remotely from SWC. 
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This had been technically challenging and a number of technologies had been 
trialled over the summer period to support academic teams.  The School of the Built 
Environment were using both Nearpod and Blackboard Collaborate to ensure that 
students had a comparable experience whether in class at Ulster or SWC. 
Blackboard Collaborate was being used from a Microsoft Surface Pro mounted in a 
Swivl robot which used a radio receiver to track academic staff as they move around 
the lecture theatre. 

 
The School of the Built Environment had also completed a curriculum design 
workshop and had adopted a flipped classroom pedagogical approach using 
various digital technologies.  
 
A further update report would be presented at the next meeting of the VLEFWG. 
 

a. ASTAG  
 

ASTAG had not met since it concluded its consultation on the Belfast Campus 
towards the end of 2015. On a positive note, it was reported that the consultation 
process had resulted in acceptance of additional technology specifications for the 
campus. On a cautionary note, the changes had yet to be assigned a budget and 
were therefore at risk. 

 


