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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
Introduction and Methodology 
 
This ‘mid-cycle’ review provides a commentary on the implementation and impact of 
the University’s current Learning and Teaching Strategy (2013/14-2017/18), in regard 
to progress to date in achieving the three Strategic Aims and four Key Themes, and 
the transformative change required to successfully implement the strategy. 
 
The commentary is a qualitative, formative evaluation and provides an external 
assessment of how effectively the University has used, and is using, developmental 
opportunities in a systematic and clear planning approach.  It takes a ‘critical friend’ 
enquiry approach with the aim to provide an external validation of internal review and 
evaluation mechanisms. 
 
The review has been conducted in two stages: a desk-based review of a wide range 
of internal documentary evidence, including datasets on key metrics such as NSS, 
DLHE and retention statistics, and face to face semi structured interviews with a range 
of staff and students.  The commentary is provided in four sections, i.e. Institutional, 
Higher Education sector wide, external environment and International contexts.  Each 
section details progress to date (Part A) and points for reflection and consideration 
(Part B). 
 
Findings 
 
The review concludes that, despite the tremendously turbulent external environment 
and multi-layered range of internal challenges, there is much evidence of progress 
with the implementation of the Strategy: 
 

 A very significant and noticeable increase in engagement with the Higher Education 
Academy (HEA) UK Professional Standards Framework (UKPSF), the internal 
‘ENHANCE’ Professional Development and Recognition Scheme, and School and 
Faculty increased perception of the value of that engagement. 

 Faculty and School leaders are moving the important role of research in teaching 
agenda forward, seeing synergies between research, teaching, scholarship and 
research-led teaching. 

 Embedding of key strategic ingredients such as the Ulster Graduate attributes, 
Ulster Principles of Assessment and Feedback, Employability, and curriculum 
renewal and programme innovation (flipped classrooms, etc.) is being managed at 
validation and re-validation through the new Programme Review and Development 
process.  This provides an institution-wide systematic, process-driven approach to 
asking panels how new programmes meet the expectations set out in the Strategy. 



 Rich examples of how Schools are implementing the Strategy in setting up 
supportive partnerships via staff-student/Staff-Faculty fora of different types and a 
clear institutional position in the ‘Proposed Model of Student Engagement at Ulster’.  
There is sustained work going on to understand and engender a student-
centredness and sense of identity, belonging and community of practice across its 
campuses. 

 The University is playing a major role in supporting the economic agenda in 
Northern Ireland (NI) and further afield through the provision of its portfolio and 
supply of high quality and sought after undergraduates and postgraduates, 
evidenced through DLHE data. 

 Widening participation has been a major success, with considerable evidence of 
progress and good stories at undergraduate and pre-degree levels from non-
traditional learners.  There is an admirable level of personal commitment and very 
considerable efforts being made by academic staff, supported by professional 
services. 

 The ‘International agenda’ is an emergent, somewhat mixed picture.  There is some 
evidence of excellent activity linked to curriculum innovation and signs of some 
strong activity, e.g. participation in the ‘International Student Employability, Mobility 
and Industry Benchmarking Peer Review Workshop and Global Think Tank 
Summit’. 

 
The full engagement of the University and its staff with key Higher Education (HE) 
bodies, positions Ulster well in regard to teaching quality and the HEFCE/QAA new 
Revised Operating Model for Quality Assessment (2016) and the Teaching Excellence 
Framework. 
 
Future Considerations 
 
The Review provides a number of suggestions that the University might wish to 
consider in relation to the Strategy for the next phase of implementation: 
 

 The VC and PVC (Learning, Teaching and Student Experience) establish bi-annual 
(or tri-annual) informal meetings with groups of students. 

 Co-authorship with the student body of the next Strategy. 

 Reflection on the plethora of concepts, both existing and emerging, and consider 
the potential risk that understanding what they are and their inter-relationships 
becomes unclear. 

 Whether current Programme Management has the optimum relationship between 
Cohort size/Teaching teams and the Resource base.   

 How the tension around (professional) identity between researcher, academic, 
professional (e.g. architect) can best be understood and supported.  

 ‘Excellence’ is implicit but does it need re-emphasising? 

 Whether the University is satisfied with the progress with the conversation and 
practice around the Research-Teaching nexus or whether it needs revitalizing. 

 Is the visibility of entrepreneurship and enterprise right? 

 Establish ‘One-Stop-Shop’ student hubs on all campuses, as a central point of non-
academic enquiry for students. 



 Is the limited KIS information on the University web site best reflecting the value of 
the courses? 

 Prepare for a possible sector move away from the use of the NSS as a National 
Benchmark and become involved with the HEPI/HEA Student Experience Survey 
(UKES). 

 The value of segmenting the ‘Student Experience’ within a wider framework along 
the ‘Student Journey’, i.e. the application experience; the academic experience; the 
campus experience and the graduate experience. 

 SMART i-University:  a step change and complimentary shift to reinforce a sense 
of belonging and engagement by fundamentally re-thinking how students are 
engaging along the Student Life-cycle.  

 Prepare to exploit Learner Analytics and Big Data in Business Intelligence for 
student profiling.  

 Establish a Data Strategy to support the Learning and Teaching Strategy and link 
in to the HEDIIP New (Data) Landscape Project https://www.hediip.ac.uk/new-
landscape/ 

 Promote and consider how far ‘feedforward’ is currency, an important aspect of 
helping students improve their academic performance. 

 Undertake a gap analysis to see how the University approaches the ‘7 Indicators’ 
of best practice in ‘Student Engagement in Learning and Teaching Quality 
Management’ in support of Strategic Aim 2. 

 The policy and actual practice of opportunities for students across Faculties and 
Schools to avail of flexible work-based learning opportunities. 

 Assess the value of predictive analytics as an additional tool to support retention 
(see http://www.uniqueinsights.co.uk/). 

 Strengthen the ‘International’ agenda, its leadership, management and review of 
current organisation. 

 Revise the wording of Strategic Aim 2 to ‘provide transformative, high quality 
internationalised learning experiences’. 

 At what point and how far is it desirable to ‘internationalise the curriculum’? 

 The challenge of integrating international students in to a sense of belonging. 

 The difference and coherence between the ‘Ulster Graduate’ and ‘Global citizens’? 

 Work toward a ‘University Global Employability Framework’. 
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