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Institutional snapshot

The University of Rother Bridge is based on the edge of a small market town in South Yorkshire – with a secondary campus (focussed on nursing) across the border in West Yorkshire. It has around 9000 undergraduate students and 3000 postgraduate students of whom 1000 are studying via distance learning [precise figures in an annex]. Its ambition is to stay around that size in terms of on-campus activity while increasing the percentage of non-European students (from all around the world) and growing its distance learning activity by a “few more thousand” (exact figures are very sensitive at present). Particular strengths are Media Studies, Multimedia Design, Design Management, and English Studies
 and a range of specialised Masters courses in aspects of Construction Project Management, Reconstruction Studies and Urban Regeneration as well as the more usual fodder of IT and business courses. A number of specialist centres have recently been set up including the Centre for Reconstruction Studies and the Centre for the History and Sociology of e-Learning (CHISEL), the former with World Bank funding and the latter with a grant from the Sloan Foundation, to add to the University’s existing research centres such as in Art & Design and its shameless research and teaching exploitation of its links with the “Yorkshire novels”. 
Though incorporated as a university at about the same time as many former polytechnics, the University’s history and culture is, we believe, rather different. Its origin was in the 1870s as a Methodist teacher training college for women teachers. Though it later accreted the local Mechanick Institute and a nearby College of Arts and Building, it managed to maintain a strong liberal arts tradition (despite jibes about “plumbing with poetry”) with close links with the Workers Educational Association, while still taking advantage of opportunities such as the little-known “flight of the cutlers” from Sheffield to set up a number of more practical departments. No trace remains of the Methodist approach in the University’s current mission statement; but it is perhaps noteworthy that no alcohol was sold on institution premises until the late 1970s.
At the time of incorporation, the University was feeling constrained in its old base and was even considering refocusing activity at its secondary campus. However, it was fortunate in that period to be offered a large donation and land for an out-of-town campus at the time of its incorporation as a university. This came from a former local resident who had “made good” in the US and was an admirer both of the US and their approach to small universities. It has certainly contributed to the liberal arts ambience and international vision of the institution.

Post incorporation the next Vice-Chancellor (appointed 1997) was formerly a Pro-Vice Chancellor and alleged founder member of the influential “glass ceiling club” of female PVCs. She also had experience of US colleges on the East Coast and was a natural inheritor and enhancer of the tradition set by the bequest. She was also an early enthusiast for e-learning – ideas seen at the time as “far too American for sensible Yorkshire folk” (as one of the crustier governors put it). After her tenure it is believed that the Governors wanted a change of emphasis (as so often in such matters) towards a VC who was much more in touch with “the apparatus” (in Soviet nomenclature). Thus they appointed somebody with wide UK university and JISC experience who had formerly served HEFCE in a senior sector role. The current VC took office in September 2002.
The University has been fortunate. Its location is close enough to Sheffield to draw for staff on the academic community there, especially those who would rather have affordable housing north west of the city rather than in the overpriced and congested south-west suburbs and prefer an ambience it believes is both less RAE-haunted and less managerialist.

It took early advantage of the boom in media studies, not for any counter-cultural reason, but just because with its liberal arts traditions and proximity to large centres of media production, it was a natural growth area. It never had large engineering or chemistry departments so did not have to downsize them. However, the world grows increasingly competitive and the university is surrounded by major players in all nearby cities, most of them much larger – and regional mergers may yet return as a HEFCE issue (q.v. Australia). Fortunately the University believes that there are as yet remarkably few economies of scale in mid-rank universities above a certain size and that it can still offer distinctiveness: its campus approach (all first year students live in), excellent teaching and pastoral care, and “sufficient” research in emerging areas to excite staff and entice students.
The Self-Evaluation
The University of Rother Bridge was first given an airing in the JISC “Costs of Networked Learning” case studies circa 1999. Little has been heard of it recently in official documents but it has been discreetly getting on with things in its gentle market town in South Yorkshire.

This self-evaluation should be regarded as an early draft written by a senior (some would even say elderly) administrator collared by the Vice-Chancellor of the University of Rother Bridge into taking this on. Having been briefed on the “bumps on the road” approach, he was encouraged to “tell it like it is”. Perhaps foolishly, he did exactly what the VC said.
It is no doubt internally inconsistent, cranky, biased, unstructured and with a selective recall of detail – in other words, like many draft university documents many of us have seen – and several of us have written. The VC did not remember who had supplied him some years ago with the overall structure for this document – those who know him find that unsurprising.
The document is meant only to provide some hypothetical material for institutions in our mini-club to use as a role model (maybe to avoid) of a Self-Evaluation Submission. It is definitely not to be taken as a narrative of best practice, though much of the practice is adequate – and there are still many gaps. Everything described here I have seen somewhere, and sometimes in many places. (But it is not yet time for my memoirs.)
There are a few Yorkshire and e-learning in-jokes to keep some of you alert.
In this submission we will be examining the role of e-learning within the general provision of teaching and learning within the University. We will not be considering e-learning CPD activities delivered via the commercial arm of the University, nor the contribution made by the University to the Global Development University (or any other global consortia under discussion), where in both cases different processes apply.
The University, in general, has not – or not yet – established separate measures for assessing e-learning. The impact of e-learning is seen through the teaching and learning process as a whole. University QA procedures, reporting and funding mechanisms focus in the main, not on e-learning as a separate entity but as part of this process. We are aware that there are different views on the wisdom of this and indeed different views internally.
The use of e-learning has increased rapidly within the University. In the last three years for example, the use of BluCT (an as yet little-known but in our view increasingly influential Virtual Learning Environment) has grown from “productive” use on half a dozen courses to productive use on 50% of courses and by two-thirds of all students (enrolled not FTE numbers) on award-bearing courses by the end of semester 1 in this academic year (2005–06).
P.
Planning and Strategy
P1.
Developing the E-learning Strategy

The key document in the University strategic planning process is the five-year Strategic Plan. The latest version covers 2003–08 so is getting near the end of its life but it is as yet too early to start the overall review process to update this. The Strategic Plan was produced after widespread consultation with individual staff and Schools, as well as with all central departments and was finally approved through University Committees and the Governing Body in the usual way.
In our view as befitting a teaching-proud university
 a substantial component of the new Strategic Plan focused on teaching and learning, and an important element of this relates to the role of e-learning, although spread in patches throughout the document.
. 
A large part of the current Learning Teaching and Assessment strategy (2001–06) is also relevant. As an early decision in our benchmarking project, it has been agreed to extend the life of the current LTA Strategy for another year and review it this Autumn ready for deployment in September 2007; 
Following formal adoption of the last Strategic Plan an updated version of the IT strategy was produced (2004–07 – five years was felt to be too long for an IT strategy document), and for the first time a comprehensive single-document e-learning strategy document was produced (2004–07 also – long enough in terms of policy twists and turns in funding agencies). These also went through consultation and approval via the relevant procedures. These documents of course contain more detailed formulations of the strategies and approaches applicable to their respective areas, but are based on the Strategic Plan.
Such documents in turn, inform the work of various committees and groups including:

· Academic Board

· Information Services Committee (ISC)

· Learning Teaching and Assessment Committee (LTAC)

· Centre for e-Learning (CeL) Steering Group

· Distance Learning Working Group (now called Distance E-Learning Group – DELG)
· IT Technical Managers Group
The Governing Body is not directly involved – beyond the normal depth required by governance – but governors with special skills and interests are encouraged to pay more detailed attention – without getting them too attached to their “patch”.
The strategic plans will provide the context for resource distribution decisions through the annual Budget and Resource Distribution Exercise (BURDE)
. These plans are updated on an annual basis.

P2.
How are specific strategic planning objectives identified and agreed?

The University’s approach to detailed academic planning tries to conform to its “new civic” mission by being rather more “bottom-up” than would be typical in a post-1992 institution. The main impetus for academic developments comes from the aspirations of Schools (and major programme areas, e.g. Distance Learning and Postgraduate) rather than from a prescriptive central plan for the strategic direction of all component parts of the University. Schools and other Units’ plans are, of course, subject to institutional planning considerations (for which the Governors are ultimately accountable to HEFCE), particularly in relation to overall financial objectives and agreed student number plans.
The University is currently strengthening its Planning Unit to co-ordinate overall planning activities. Apart from producing the Strategic Plan itself – which is a symbol of the unit’s increasingly key and integrative role – the members of the Planning Unit are involved in a wide range of projects and initiatives. These currently include:

· supporting the Futures Group of the Governing Body

· supporting the development of a strategy for the Management of Information

· developing and monitoring an integrated rolling plan of student-related issues

· better understanding – and computational modelling – of student demographics under various hypotheses (including future fee levels) which ties together University-level objectives and detailed plans at programme level.

There are aspects of a “Cabinet Office” view of the world in this – and not all staff are wholeheartedly in support of such an approach. It should be remembered that there has been a fair amount of traffic between upper echelons of the University and government and related circles in the last few years since Labour came to power.

Specific planning objectives relating to e-learning are primarily developed through School plans and reviews, coordinated by the Centre for e-Learning Steering Group, with support and advice from the Information Services Committee and the Learning Teaching and Assessment Committee.

P3.
Linking School plans with the Strategic Plan

The specific plans of each School will normally be discussed with the Directors of CeL and additionally with LTAI (most usually the latter for the non-e aspects). It is a subject of some internal debate where to draw the line in terms of distance learning – currently the camp that say that all distance learning is imminently (or immanently?) e-learning seems to be winning – no doubt the imminent CeL budget allocation for next year will answer the question one way or another.

Funding and support will be provided in line with agreed strategies set by the CeL Steering Committee or for more blended activities, the Learning Teaching and Assessment Committee (LTAC). The Distance e-Learning Group (DELG) have an increasingly strong voice despite being newer and more junior in the committee hierarchy – while it is not mandatory to consult them it would be a brave or foolish Dean nowadays who did not do so.

Staff development activities to support these aspirations will be provided through CeL who will, as necessary, call on external speakers and specialists.

P4.
Determining and identifying priorities for E–learning activities

These are determined through “bottom-up” demand from Schools, and through central planning, in particular via the Centre for e-Learning and its Steering Group. The Steering Group will identify annual priorities for e-learning activities and these will form the underlying criteria used when awarding development grants – but increasingly Schools are supposed to set their own priorities using internal School funds. For this reason CeL does not recharge its effort back to Schools in a usage-based way – there is no “tax on success”.

Where priorities relate to online journals and other online resources this is dealt with at a more tactical level. For those interested, the Library User Committee (it still has its old name – it is too junior to have been reconstructed) plays a key role. The Information Services Committee covers (in addition to the Learning Centre) the Computing Service (which includes Business Systems and deals with issues relating to the integration of systems and services). This is increasingly significant for e-learning as the University moves towards providing a managed and integrated environment. The Director of CeL also attends ISC meetings; it is said by cynics to provide a mediation path between the Director of Computing and the Director of the Learning Centre.

P5.
How are conflicts in priorities resolved?

There have in the past been a number of conflicts in priorities, between e.g. distance learning and face to face versions of courses and the desire to foster and subsidise personal PC use versus deployment in halls of residence and on campus. But under the new VC regime this has happened less – which does not mean that it will not happen soon. For example, the university does not seem to have worked through the implications for its existing IT strategy of widespread wireless access all around the campus – and as for podcasting....

In theory if such conflicts were to arise, depending on the nature of the conflict they would be discussed and resolved through the committee structure. In reality, and remembering past practice, controversial agenda items disappear from committees, the email goes into overload, PVCs suffer mysteriously blocked diaries for days on end and the Director of Finance (who is a smoker) finds many more smoking companions than one would expect among university staff.

Resource allocation issues are handled through the annual Budget and Resource Distribution Exercise (BURDE). Requests for resources relating to e-learning are considered and prioritised alongside other funding requests. But there is now no “free lunch” for e-learning – not unless Schools have access to external funds, as some Schools do, thanks to EU Objective 1 and Framework funding.
P6.
How is consistency with the strategic direction ensured?

Consistency is ensured through the departmental planning and review process, the annual Budget and Resource Distribution Exercise and the work of the various committees described above. The Planning Unit through its increased co-ordination role is central in ensuring consistency with the strategic direction. However, it is not helpful that the Director of Planning role is currently vacant – no details are forthcoming of why the former staff member left but it was quickly.

It also should be noted that of the six Schools in the University, two are rather recent creations and are not as yet comfortable with the revision load of an annual planning cycle for all aspects of their activities.

P7.
The main types of information and data used to support the process

The key information sources used in relation to e-learning are:

· Expertise within the Centre for e-Learning who will advise on the learning developments, systems and technologies.

· Course data, particularly student numbers on particular courses.

· A considerable amount of user data is also collected a on the use of existing e-learning systems, but there is a lot of debate as to how useful it is. This includes:

· The Annual IT Services User Survey

· The Annual Library Student Survey

· The Annual Survey by CeL of students using BluCT

· Tracking and other data on student usage

· Focus groups

· The annual e-Learning Workshop (day two of the Learning Teaching and Assessment Workshop).

Committee involvement and significant individual roles

The key committees and individuals are:

· Centre for e-Learning, and in particular Centre Director

· Learning Teaching and Assessment Institute, and in particular Centre Director

· Learning Centre and in particular the Librarian (this is still her job title – it is said that she likes it that way)

· Computing Services and in particular the Director of Computing Services

· CeL Steering Group (which includes the Academic Registrar as chair, CEL and LTAI Directors, Librarian and Director of Computing; plus key Deputy Directors in attendance)

· Information Services Committee

· Learning Teaching and Assessment Committee

· Deputy Directors for External Affairs and Marketing 

· Director of Finance, when serious money is in play.

P8.
External influences

The University has formed alliances and partnerships with institutions of similar nature overseas for student exchange and in some cases for research collaboration (via EU funds). This in turn has impacted on its e-learning strategy and approaches. An example this would be that when initial plans for a Centre for e-Learning were developed advice was sought from partners in Australia. (The University has long admired the distance learning activity at the University of New England.)

The University is also involved in a number of national and international projects relating to e-learning. Most of these are collaborative in nature and this sharing of knowledge and experience with other institutions provides valuable lessons for internal development. The University has for example, recently been awarded a large World Bank grant jointly with an Australian University to develop an e-learning CPD module on reconstruction of university capability in areas recovering from war and natural disasters. Thanks to its fortunate geographical location, it has also benefited greatly from EU Objective 1 funding, being seemingly the main university in the sub-region to have done so.

Management

M1.
Supporting initiatives

The Centre for e-Learning co-ordinates e-learning activities but does not manage them. The Centre works particularly closely with the Learning Teaching and Assessment Institute and the Computing Service in order to provide coherent and consistent support to academic departments in a cost- effective and timely manner.

The Schools are responsible for academic aspects. The Director of CeL has responsibility for implementation and support to Schools.

The role of the Centre for e-Learning (CeL) includes advising and supporting staff in the use of learning technologies. CeL, working with the Learning Teaching and Assessment Institute (who are responsible for the academic staff development programme – but not, perhaps curiously, for teaching-related development for admin or support-staff) provide workshops and similar events on the use of learning technologies. Staff are also encouraged to contact CeL informally at any time to discuss issues.

CeL supports the use of the virtual learning environment (BluCT) not only in a pedagogic sense but also technical support (done via a joint team with the Computing Service). By standardising on one learning environment across the institution, in liaison with the Computing Service, CeL can offer a consistent and reliable environment that integrates with each School’s IT infrastructure.

If a School wished, for instance, to use an alternative environment, CeL would in theory provide pedagogical advice but not technical support – in reality steps would be taken to incorporate or head off such developments. (Not having medics has helped, and the computer scientists have not been particularly disruptive either.) If a group or department within a School wished to use alternative environments this issue would be referred to the owning School – that is the University’s lowest sign-off authority (as much to do with reasons of budgets). At the census date (30 June), however, the signs are that it is likely that CeL – and the Computing Service – will be struggling to cope with a “post-VLE” explosion of blogs, wikis, podcasting and other disruptive technology – and a forceful bid is expected from them for additional staff. Some old-timers remember how an earlier generation of bulletin board technology and its devotees forced major changes in the technological approach, and the management of the Computing Service – with, it is said, the tacit approval of the then Vice-Chancellor, since retired from our university (but still an active advisor to various agencies – so it is too early for her memoirs).

The Learning Teaching and Assessment Institute (LTAI) also supports initiatives and developments in e-learning particularly through its management of the Accreditation Programme for new lecturers (now in partnership with the Higher Education Academy and recently in increasing alignment with the work of ALT), academic staff development and its involvement in departmental reviews.

The Learning Centre offers a range of services, for example, the provision of online journals and a range of other e-resources from JORUM etc. Learning Centre staff work very closely with CeL and Schools to ensure consistency of approach. The Learning Centre is also involved in a range of projects particularly in relation to digital library issues that provide leading edge input into IT developments and E-learning. It is a national leader in the provision of packs for information literacy and is leading a project that is examining links between VLEs and Library systems.

Computing Services staff support Schools in their use of both hardware and software – both are rigidly (some say ruthlessly) standardised (the “war against the Macs” is still remembered – even in Art & Design PCs are used). They often build very close working relationships with academic departments and tend to develop an in-depth understanding of ways in which IT can support particular disciplines. IT Services are unusually these days not part of the same organisational unit as the Learning Centre – it is said that this is because the current VC – whether based on or despite his JISC experience is not clear – has been sceptical of the value of full integration.

M2.
Detailed operating plans
The Centre for e-Learning and the Learning Teaching and Assessment Institute develop coordinated annual plans, within the envelope of their strategy documents. These are the responsibility of the Directors of the Centres, but of course they extensively consult the Schools and relevant central departments including the Computing Service and Marketing.
M3.
Identifying and assessing spontaneous initiatives

In the early days of e-learning, universities would often encourage a range of developments; ours was no different. The policy of “let a thousand flowers bloom”, or as cynics called it, “let a thousand flowers wither” would, it was believed, lead to interesting and innovative practice. 

The University has in most respects moved beyond this from early 2002 (even before the current VC arrived) and while still wishing to encourage innovation and new approaches (a lifeblood of a university, surely – in moderation?), it is University policy that this needs to be done within a context that is supportable and affordable. There is for example, the dreaded “Build”, an annual process of uploading a standard set of software onto all PCs that are available for student use. This has clear benefits in terms of supporting students in their use of these PCs but any “spontaneous initiative” that required software that was not part of this “Build” would need to cope with that issue.

M4.
The process for requesting changes in e-learning activities 
Where the desired changes are of an academic nature, these would be considered within the relevant School and if necessary through University committees. 
Where the desired changes are more operational, e.g. a change related to the work of CeL or other relevant unit, it would be considered first of all of within the unit concerned and then by the appropriate committees and steering groups for that unit. 

IT implications would at a relevant stage also be considered by the IT Technical Managers Group.

M5.
Processes to co-ordinate infrastructure planning, sharing of expertise and information, and quality control
In line with the general direction outlined in the Strategic Plan, School and Central Department plans are developed. Co-ordination is via the committees listed earlier and through the IT Technical Managers Group. The latter, consisting of IT managers in Schools and central departments, including the Deputy Director of CeL, meets regularly to co-ordinate immediate activities. This enables consistent and coherent advice to be offered on IT developments. In theory it also acts as an initiator of strategy documents and bids to be considered by School and University Committees but these tend not to emerge very frequently from this group.

Evaluation

E1.
Monitoring and evaluating the implementation and operation

The monitoring and evaluation of the e-learning strategy is primarily through reports to the CeL Steering Group. The University Review process will influence the medium and long term direction of the development of e-learning.

The University undertakes a 5-yearly cycle of reviews of organisational units (Schools and Central Departments) in receipt of University resources. The key purpose of these Reviews is to establish an appropriate level of resource to enable units to maintain their core functions and realise their medium-term plans, in the context of and as evaluated against the following factors:

For Schools and related academic units

· compatibility with agreed University-wide planning objectives, as set out in the Strategic Plan: in particular financial objectives, objectives regarding balance and mix in the student body and the University’s plans for the Research Assessment Exercise

· the quality of the academic performance of the School, as indicated by assessments carried out by specialist bodies both within and outside the School
· performance in meeting targets/objectives agreed in previous Review(s)

· the relative resource position of different Schools
· implications for other Schools.
For central departments

· compatibility with agreed University-wide planning objectives, as set out in the Strategic Plan

· effectiveness – how fit for their purpose are the structures in place and/or planned for fulfilling the objective of the unit

· efficiency – are established structures being well operated

· economy – do the current and planned operations of the department make the best use of the resources invested by the University
· performance in meeting targets/objectives agreed in previous Review(s).
E2.
Quality Assurance processes
The quality assurance aspects of e-learning are covered under the existing arrangements for quality assurance. These are the responsibility of the Quality Assurance Office. Its mission is:

· to ensure that the University has quality assurance mechanisms consistent with its aims

· to work towards ensuring that they are effective, including the ones for which the Office has direct operational responsibility

· to communicate data and statements of policy from the University to external bodies and vice versa, and between Schools and Departments of the University

· to ensure that academic and other colleagues receive appropriate information and guidance in this area;

· to help in sharing good practice in quality between Schools.
A current issue under discussion is whether the QAO should have its own expertise in e-learning. At present two “quality-aware” CeL staff are available to be called on by the QAO. The QAO and CeL intend to instigate a review of the QAA’s “Guidelines on collaborative provision including e-learning” in order to “size” the staffing needs, but this has not happened yet.

E3.
Educational evaluation processes
Evaluations of student and use of E-learning are conducted via existing surveys of students and specific surveys conducted by CeL. The surveys include:

· Annual Computing Service student survey

· Annual Library student survey

· QA annual course survey

· CeL survey of student usage of BluCT

However, these activities do not map well to the performance indicators in the e-Learning Strategy. It is hoped that revision of these activities will be one of the outcomes of the benchmarking process.

Some more extensive evaluations of courses are carried out from time to time, although this is normally only when external funds are available or in the special case of large-population first year courses.

E4.
Measurement of learning outcomes
Teacher perceptions of e-learning effectiveness and student feedback are carefully considered.

Specific research is being undertaken on at least one large population first year course each year (since 2003) to enable us to understand in more detail the impacts of e-learning on the student experience. On a smaller scale, tracking data on the use of online readings that have incurred copyright costs is collected and this data is used when deciding what paid-for readings should be made available in following years.

E5.
Processes for dissemination of “good practice”
Good practice may be identified through the annual review of BluCT courses. From time to time there are “showcase sessions” to let colleagues know about good practice. 
The annual teaching prizes identify good practice, although more widely than just e-learning.

The CeL newsletter (quarterly) is a prime vehicle for disseminating good practice.

The annual 2-day Learning Teaching and Assessment Workshop (day 1 on general issues, day 2 on 2-learning) is a good opportunity. There are always at least 3 speakers from outside the University in order to provide some informal external benchmarking.

It is felt that the above mechanisms are a little too informal and it is hoped that the benchmarking exercise (or perhaps EFQM activities) come up with something more structured.
It is also of concern to the University that rather few staff attend teaching-related conferences outside the University.
Funding

F1.
Internal funding for e-learning

The University used to make a considerable commitment in terms of providing ad hoc funding to support initiatives in learning and teaching. There are two teaching development funds, one entirely dedicated to e-learning, the other for a wider range of initiatives relating to learning and teaching – there is continual pressure to highjack the latter for e-learning.

The thrust of the Strategic Plan is that development should now be cost-justified – but it is proving a slow process to bring this about – hence the continuing need for a small development budget to lubricate pressure points. The University is also grateful to HEFCE for making funds available in a number of ways including during the UKeU era and soon via Pathfinder.

Figures will be given in the final version of the Self-Evaluation Submission.

F2.
Process for identifying the appropriate level of Capital and Operating Expenditure
The key element of additional expenditure was the creation in 1998 (the year after the last but one VC took up her position) of the Centre for e-Learning. This was established at her specific request following widespread but rapid consultation in 1997-98. A budget for the Centre was set for an initial three-year period (1998–2001) and extended for a futher year in the interregnum until the new VC took up his position. There was some concern in CEL that despite the new VC’s background in e-learning, his background in JISC might lead him to change the boundary between CEL and Computing Services in the latter’s favour but in the event he left it alone. There is little evidence in committee papers of any deep analysis from him: when asked about it he said recently: “I had too many things to review already. She was doing a good job, so I let her get on with it.” 

F3.
Cost-effectiveness

The University was fortunate in having a lead time before dealing with the Transparency Review (on Full Economic Costing) since it was the research-led universities who went first. and a number of wrinkles were ironed out. Thus when it came to the University’s turn to deal with Transparency Review it was not found to be too disruptive; with hindsight this might have been because its financial systems were in good shape and that its complexity was less than the largest new universities, rather than because of special talents. However, in terms of useful information to assist with planning e-learning, the exercise was a disappointment. There are business plans put together for all distance learning proposals, in all Schools, and while they are better than “back of a fag packet” they are not much better than “back of an A4 envelope”, especially when it comes to mapping labour costs into a university department’s work planning system. (Revenue planning is in much better shape because the University’s Marketing Department has a strong market/competitor research grasp.)

So the feeling is growing that something better has to be done. The University is not a great fan of expensive consultants, and its understanding is that full Activity Based Costing requires substantial support from these. Given that the Director of Finance is retiring in a year, the default strategy is to add an ability to manage ABC studies into the job description of the new Director of Finance. In addition, one of our business school professors is on a 6-month exchange trip to Australia – he reports that there are “middle ways” by which Australian universities are getting value out of ABC studies as aids to managing e-learning, without breaking the bank. The VC plans to return to this issue in the Autumn.

Staff Issues

S1.
Staff issues
Staff express their views through regular departmental staff meetings. On the whole, University staff are a forceful bunch and not particularly overawed by authority. The University also takes care not to over-managerialise its operation (compared, it suspects, with some of its new university comparators) despite the inevitable plethora of director titles and reporting lines.
CeL organises a series of annual meetings, one per School, with staff involved in e-learning. It also conducts interviews with selected staff from time to time – and the occasional focus group.
Considerable efforts are made to respond to any staff dissatisfaction that may be expressed through the review process, user groups and committees. The main areas of staff dissatisfaction have to date related to the lack of uniform availability of adequate online supplementary resources for courses. This issue has been explored in user groups and committees and as a result a new policy relating to the distribution of funds to support the necessary work on resources is being implemented. A bid for increased funding was made but in the absence of any clear business case it was rejected. At least the new policy will make the process of allocation more transparent. 
Processes relating to obtaining copyright clearance, which was also an issue, have been significantly improved through the development of a new database and progress tracking system. But staff have also been advised to consider ways to reduce their dependence on copyright material and Learning Centre staff will be giving a new round of briefings on this issue.
Lines of communication are also of course open to NATFHE but recently e-learning has not been much on the NATFHE radar.

S2.
Training and Development needs of staff 

Training and development needs are identified through annual appraisal and also informal discussion. In some cases in the past specific programmes have been put in place to train all staff in certain categories in certain skills, such as for example when the email system was last changed.

The needs may be met through a variety of mechanisms. Academic staff development needs in e-learning are addressed by the Centre for e-Learning, non-academic staff development staff needs via the Staff Development Unit of Human Resources. It is accepted that for some categories of training this is not a straightforward split – in reality, a number of CeL’s courses are attended by relevant non-academic staff also.

The Staff Development Unit covers the following activities:

· Provision of information and advice on occupational learning

· Generation of a policy structure for staff learning and development

· Provision of specific consultancy for Schools and Central Departments, especially around Investors in People (and imminently, EFQM)

· Design and delivery of specific staff development opportunities (except in the area of IT and e-learning).

S3.
Forms of recognition or reward available to motivate staff 

At the top level, the University is committed to supporting and encouraging staff to submit for the Individual Awards aspect of the Academy’s National Teaching Fellowship scheme. 

Small annual teaching prizes are available to junior staff (below principal lecturer), and several of those who have been awarded recently have been involved in e-learning developments.

Teaching excellence is also a criterion for promotion from lecturer to senior lecturer and from senior lecturer to principal lecturer. Although teaching excellence is one of the trinity of criteria required to justify a promotion to a personal professorship, it is fair to say that the University retains a traditional view of such matters and research excellence remains the prime driver, as it does (of course) for promotions to reader.

The University is of the view that there are sufficiently many Director posts available that those academic staff with strong credentials in teaching (and/or administration) have other routes to reach a substantial salary and authority level and that the title of professor should not be used for such roles unless there is a research aspect to them. It is aware that many universities (including some so-called “old universities”) take a different view but sees this as part of its distinctiveness.

S4.
Staff recruitment
There are no specific issues raised by posts requiring e-learning skills. All posts have job descriptions and person specifications in the usual way. If a School wishes to have a post requiring e-learning skills it is encouraged to discuss these details with CeL.

(It is not quite clear where the next comment fits but I will put it here.) Up till now Schools have been discouraged from having their own e-learning specialists except for certain externally-funded projects (EU Objective 1 and the like). However, this is likely to change – even before getting involved in the benchmarking exercise, the University had become aware that its totally centralised approach to e-learning support was unusual in the sector and was perhaps not contributing sufficiently to a sense of School ownership required for the long-term embedding of e-learning;

Student Issues

SS1.
Student issues

Students are recruited onto courses that have an e-learning component through standard processes that apply to all courses.

What steps does the University take to monitor student progress?

Student progression and support for students on courses that make some use of e-learning is the same as for students on a “conventional” course. While tracking data on student use of virtual learning environments is available, its value for tracking is a subject of some debate and it is not currently used to monitor student progress.

What are the procedures for monitoring the effectiveness of the examination process?

All examinations are of a traditional form. There are as yet no online exams. There are many online assignments, especially in the distance learning courses. 
Plagiarism is taken seriously when it occurs but we hope that our system manages to prevent it happening. In particular we deploy standard defence techniques such as setting “situated” assignments (i.e. those that require student-specific knowledge: “your house”, “your town”, “your company”, etc), requiring short structured answers, and fostering group communications in tutorial groups small enough that lecturers know their students.
Unclassified Issues

U1.
Intellectual Property

The University follows the standard approach in the “NATFHE” part of the sector and asserts its rights to all material under staff’s standard contracts of employment, with the usual derogations. There are clauses to allow for sharing of exploitation benefits between University and staff in the case of non-trivial revenue flows from e-learning, but this has not happened yet. A number of consultant writers are also used and as is normal with consultants, all rights to material are assigned to the University. It should be noted that from time to time under conditions of staff overload, staff have also been taken on as consultants – this may have reduced staff pressure to get a return – since they already got one.
The University is not clear why it has not suffered from issues of guru e-learning authors trying to assert their rights against the institution – as has happened north, east and south, to say the least. One argument is that the University work planning system, though overly mechanistic and manifestly not perfect, does prevent the worst abuses. Another is that many of the top managers do understand distance learning, given the institutions long lead time of experience with this – and that does help to inform decisions on e-learning resources. A final argument is that something in the culture of the institution means that “even our tall poppies are team players”, to quote another of the VC’s favourite phrases.







� It would take more than this brief footnote to explain the relationship of “English Studies” to “English Literature”. Think “Canadian Studies” as a correlate. But students love the course, and not just US students, so who cares what Oxford purists think?


� We have never liked the phrase “teaching-led” even though technically we are a post-92 foundation. A clearer meaning might be given by “teaching-celebrating” but this is clumsy to say.


� This strategy was prepared in the heady days of UKeU when the then VC was an enthusiast for the “American” approach to e-learning; so perhaps with hindsight it is overly optimistic in some areas.


� Often called BURDEN, not always by accident. and not only by cynics.
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