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Background  
 
In 2014, the Higher Education Authority commissioned research that aimed to map 
how higher education institutes in the UK were responding to the “radically uncertain” 
and “intensely competitive environment”, where ‘student experience’ is now the 
catalyst for generating human, social and economic capital (Temple et al., 2014). 
Drawing a conceptual distinction between the main aspects of student experience 
(application experience, academic experience, campus experience and graduate 
experience), the paper highlights the need for higher education institutes to respond 
to this changing landscape by evaluating and enhancing the policies and practices 
that will have both a direct and indirect impact on any aspect of their students’ 
experience.  
 
Recognising that the quality and effectiveness of the programmes that students take, 
have a direct effect on their academic experience, (and an indirect impact on their 
application, campus and graduate experiences), a strategic decision was made to 
respond to this changing landscape by focusing on the current course revalidation 
process (including the professional systems, policies and protocols that support it). As 
part of an overall systems approach, this paper outlines the strategic aim, objectives 
and project implementation process.  
 
Strategic Aim: is to directly enhance the students’ academic experience as a critical 
component of their overall student experience, by strategically streamlining and 
enhancing the programme review, development and management processes that are 
required for an institute-wide provision of quality and effective higher education 
programmes. 
 
Objectives 
 
To achieve the strategic aim, three related and interdependent objectives are 
proposed: 
 

1. Build and/or enhance leadership capacity within and across programme teams, 
so that all team members are motivated to take a strategic and collective 
approach to programme review and development as a catalyst for optimising 
their students’ academic experience. 
 

2. Streamline the current revalidation process from the perspective of academic 
governance, to ensure that the process of achieving academic rigour and 
viability of programmes, also provides a platform where the teams can enhance 
curriculum design through pedagogical discourse between themselves and the 
key stakeholders.               
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3. Align the strategic and operational objectives of standards assurance and 
quality management, so that the overall reporting burden is reduced to create 
the essential space for course teams to engage with relevant key annual data 
sets related to iterative and strategic programme review and enhancement on 
a timely basis. 

 
Objective 1 - Build and/or enhance leadership capacity within and across 
programme teams, so that all team members are motivated to take a strategic 
and collective approach to programme review and development as a catalyst for 
optimising their students’ academic experience. 
 
Assuring that students have an efficient, effective, stimulating and satisfying learning 
experience, (whatever the learning environment or modes of study) remains critical to 
the role of higher education. To meet this goal, institutions are now realising the 
benefits in taking a team-based, systems approach to programme (course) 
development1, review and re-design.  
 
Multiple models of instructional design aim to systematically influence programme 
designs (van Merrienboer and Kirschner (2013); however to achieve a team-based, 
systems approach to programme review and development, there is a need for all 
stakeholders to be motivated to engage in and collectively lead the strategic review 
and programme redesign process. To achieve this, the ARCS Model of Motivational 
Instructional Design (Keller 2010) will be deployed as a backdrop to guide and support 
the multi-stakeholder, team approach to the strategic programme review and 
development process. 
 
It is anticipated that by introducing the ARCS implementation model as a theoretical 
backdrop to the overall management of the project, that the team(s) will be motivated 
and guided in developing and piloting a systems, team process to strategic programme 
review and development. This pilot represents the first iteration and will provide 
information and learning that will be relevant in future programme review and 
development contexts.  
 
Objective 1 will be achieved by: 
 

 Facilitating the strategic review and development teams to explore the 
principles of strategic and systems thinking through introducing the design 
approach of the ARCS model of learning and performance, as a theoretical and 
pragmatic approach to achieving the project goal. 
 

 Facilitating the team to deconstruct the current approach to programme review 
and development and agree an outline, implementation plan for a team-based, 
multi-stakeholder, systems approach that will enable them to strategically 
review the programmes (including what information/data provides a source of 
design intelligence).                                                                                                                                                  
 

 Providing a community of practice in a format that is agreed by the programme 
review team(s) that will facilitate them in reconstructing the reviewed 

                                                           
1 For the purpose of this paper, the term programme will be used collectively to include course.  
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programme and enable them to make a strategic case for the viability and/or 
redesign of the same.  

 
While objective 1 concentrates on capturing and sustaining the motivation of all 
stakeholders to engage in the proposed team-based, systems approach, there is a 
need to support objective 1 by streamlining the role of academic governance and 
aligning the objectives of the programme quality assurance. Objectives 2 and 3 outline 
the proposed changes necessary for providing the required support. 
 
Objective 2: Streamline the current revalidation process from the perspective of 
academic governance, to ensure that the process of achieving academic rigour 
and viability of programmes, also provides a platform where the teams can 
enhance curriculum design through pedagogical discourse between 
themselves and the key stakeholders. 
 
Currently, 125 revalidation units are conducted within a 5 year cycle. While this 
approach has in the past served the programme review process, the opportunity costs 
in relation to the staff time and effort required for individual course review, is 
counterproductive within the context of the changing landscape. That is, the current 
programme re-approval process offers limited opportunity for pedagogical discourse 
to take place between the key stakeholders. Objective 2 therefore, focuses on re-
engineering the revalidation process by integrating a more streamlined approach. This 
will include: 
 

 Reframing of the concept of ‘revalidation’ as a strategic programme review and 
development opportunity related to the students’ academic experience.  
 

 Introducing strategic review and development of subject unit programmes as 
opposed to individual courses, so that the current 125 revalidation units can be 
effectively subsumed into around 40 strategic, programme review & 
development units, within a 5 year cycle. 
 

 Involvement of the Head of School as the Strategic Programme Review & 
Development Project Sponsor to provide a mandate for both Subject Unit Leads 
and Course Directors. 
 

 Introducing an early interim formative feedback opportunity to the programme 
review and approval process so that the programme review teams have an 
opportunity to optimise the enhancements prior to their final submission. It is 
anticipated that this interim feedback opportunity will also serve the programme 
review teams and panel members in relation to having more meaningful and 
pragmatic pedagogical discourse.  

 
Although objective 2 aims to streamline the programme review and approval process, 
the objectivity by academic governance ensures the quality and effectiveness of the 
programme will remain paramount.  
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Objective 3: - Align the strategic and operational objectives of standards 
assurance and quality management, so that the overall reporting burden is 
reduced to create the essential space for course teams to engage with relevant 
key annual data sets related to iterative and strategic programme review and 
enhancement on a timely basis. 
 
To achieve objectives 1 and 2, it is necessary that the standards assurance and quality 
management processes support the overall work of the programme review teams both 
from a strategic and operational perspective. Monitoring at a strategic level must 
provide the programme review teams with necessary business intelligence that is 
required to ‘position’ the future of the programme under review. Monitoring at an 
operational level must provide programme review teams with easy access to the 
relevant programme data, so that they have the time to interpret and validate the 
available information, as part of the annual programme review process.  
 
Monitoring at a strategic level: while the leadership responsibility and capability for 
optimising the students’ academic experience through programme review and 
enhancement belongs to the course teams, the strategic positioning and economic 
viability of any programme remains the leadership responsibility and function of senior 
management. Strategic monitoring will therefore, include:  
 

I. Ensuring university level oversight by the PVC (LTSE); who will act as the 
academic gatekeeper and with other PVC’s to validate the strategic positioning, 
viability and sustainability of programmes being reviewed.  
 

II. Ensuring that the business intelligence (that will have a direct impact on the 
enhancement of a programme) is made available to the programme review 
teams on a timely basis as part of the interim feedback activity so that corrective 
action can be taken as required. 

 
Monitoring at an operational level: it is important the programme review teams have 
easy access to the necessary data required, (without the administrative burden 
associated with comprehensive data compilation). An enhanced version of the current 
electronic Curriculum Management System will ensure that relevant data becomes 
easily accessible and the administrative burden for document compilation reduced. 
This will require: 
 

I. Rolling out of version 2 of the electronic Curriculum Management System 
(CMS) so each programme team member has access to key data sets.  

 
II. Introducing the programme review teams to the key data sets and data 

collection process, necessary for ongoing programme review and 
enhancement.   
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Beneficial Outcomes of the Proposed SPR&D Process 
 
The potential benefits that can be realised through the successful completion of this 
proposed project are multiple and reciprocal across the key stakeholder groups, for 
example: 
 

  

Our Students 
 
The Ulster students’ academic learning experience must ensure that Ulster graduates 
are informed and engaged global citizens who can respond creatively and 
constructively to the myriad of challenges and opportunities that they will encounter. 
This will have a direct impact on shaping their future. Curriculum design therefore, has 
to ensure that all students develop as critical thinkers who are creative, ethical, and 
resilient professionals; with the capacity to effectively relate and innovate within a 
diverse range of organisational and cultural environments. More specifically this 
project offers all our students (UG and PG) the opportunity to experience a curriculum 
that:  

 Motivates them to excel. 

 Develops their research, scholarship and intrapreneurial capability and capacity 

 Increases their value, so have a direct and positive effect on shaping their 
futures.  

 
Our Staff 
 
It is the goal of all university staff (whether academic or professional) to ensure that 
the experience of our students is responsive to the changing landscape. While 
achieving this goal has the potential to increase staff satisfaction, it also provides 
opportunities for staff to develop their academic, professional and leadership 
capabilities. For example, staff will be able to design curriculum that:    
  

 Will be more research informed and responsive to the current market[s]. 

 Has the capacity to create new demands within the current landscape (market-
leading). 

 Can optimise students work based learning experiences (as a part of their 
student to graduate experience). 
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 Generate better alignment between research activity and HE programme 
provision (effective synergy between research and teaching). 

 Provide an opportunity to review/streamline business processes so that 
technology can be integrated as a key contributor to our success. 

 
In addition, this project provides: 
 

 Evidence which Subject Unit Lead and Course Directors can use as part of their 
UKPSF professional recognition submission. 

 Opportunity for academics and professional staff to develop their distributed 
strategic leadership capacity at a programme, school and/or faculty level. 

 
Our stakeholders:  
 
When the university invests in the students’ academic (and overall) experience, there 
will be a positive effect for multiple stakeholders (including professional regulation 
bodies, public service providers and commercial organisations), whose businesses, 
innovations and services relies on the valuable contribution of graduates and post 
graduates. The proposed project offers the university’s external stakeholders the basis 
for contributing to our students’ future through partnership working at a curriculum 
design level.  
 
 


