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Beyond the Technology
Beyond blended in action: voices from the sector podcast transcript

  
Sarah Knight
Welcome to the Beyond the Technology podcast. I'm Sarah Knight, director of digital transformation in the higher education and research directorate at Jisc. In this episode we are going to be hearing from three universities who have been piloting our beyond blended resources to support staff with the design of blended learning. Along with Sheila MacNeill, who together with Helen Beetham, co-created these materials which are available from our beyond blended rethinking curriculum and learning design web guide. I am delighted today to be joined by Dr. Jonathan Eaton from the University of Cumbria, Dr. Emma Heron from University of Northampton, and Dr. Julie Blackwell Young from Abertay University. Welcome to you all. Could I start by you briefly introducing yourselves, your role and institution, and perhaps Jonathan, you'd like to start us off.
Jonathan Eaton
Thanks, Sarah. Hello, everyone, I'm, Jonathan Eaton. I'm the Pro Vice Chancellor for Learning and Teaching at the University of Cumbria. So, as the job title suggests, I'm responsible for implementing our Institutional Learning, Teaching and Assessment Plan. Good to be with you.
Sarah Knight
Thank you, Jonathan. Julie.
Julie Blackwell Young
Hi, everyone. I'm Julie Blackwell Young. I'm Head of Teaching Quality and Learning Enhancement within the Learning Enhancement Academy at Abertay University.
Sarah Knight
Lovely to have you with us, Julie. Emma.
Emma Heron
Hi there. I'm Emma Heron and I'm the Head of Learning and Teaching Enhancement at the University of Northampton.
Sarah Knight
Thank you. And Sheila.
Sheila MacNeill
Hi, Sarah and everyone, I'm Sheila MacNeill and as you said at the beginning, along with Helen Beetham, I co-created the resources, and I've been supporting the projects on phase one and now phase two of the work.
Sarah Knight
Well, thank you so much for joining us today and I'm really looking forward to our conversations and discussions around not only what you have been doing in our first phase of the pilot, but also moving forward into phase two, which is where we're working with you now. But before we delve deeper into the work that you have been doing within your institutions. Sheila, can I start with you? Because as an external consultant working with Jisc, it's been quite a journey to date, from reviewing post pandemic approaches to learning and curriculum design back in 2022, to publishing the beyond blended report in 2023, developing the resources and seeing the web guide go live in 2024, through to supporting our 17 institutional pilots in 2024/25, and recently the launch of our synthesis report, beyond blended in action: transforming curriculum and learning design in a shifting landscape. How would you describe that journey?
Sheila MacNeill
Yes, Sarah, it has been quite a journey. I think there are several ways to describe it. I think starting with the research, that was kind of our initial curiosity and just finding out what had actually happened to practice after that pandemic experience from that big lift and shift to online. So, there was quite a lot of curiosity to see what had actually changed. it's been very community focused, as well as doing survey research we did a lot of quality research. We've spoken with a lot of people, we've interacted with lots of communities, including the Jisc student experience experts group. So, there's been a real sense of community and that was great for Helen and I, because as we were developing particularly the resources, we were able to sense check them with the community and take our findings and things that people were telling us that were actually happening and things that were affecting them in practice, and that I think really helped us develop those resources. So, in some ways, you could say that it's been maybe a slightly never-ending journey, but I never want it to end. It's been great, it's been such a positive journey, and I think that's partly because of the community of people that have engaged with it as well.
Sarah Knight
Thank you, Sheila. And yes, I think as we've been discussing on another podcast, this work started way back in, actually, 2004. So, it's really had a long journey in terms of the work building iteratively today. But I think we're going to come back to community because I think that's what struck me as being very fundamental to the work we've been doing around learning and curriculum design. But can you just explain to us what you mean by beyond blended? I know we use that very often and we've used it in our materials, but if we could just say a little bit more detail around how we define that?
Sheila MacNeill
Yes, of course. I mean, obviously there's a lovely alliteration there with beyond blended but really that goes back to the fact that blended learning was a very common term practice, in the before times, before the pandemic, people were talking and using blended learning. But it's changed, the boundaries of blended learning have definitely changed since the pandemic. Before the pandemic it was really focused about that kind of blend of physical and digital resources within the classroom, if you like. And it was maybe about starting to integrate technology into your live teaching sessions. But the blend has changed, it's become more complex since the pandemic, and there's several reasons for that. I think just our society has changed. We came out of the pandemic, we went into a cost of living crisis, there’s the war in Ukraine, which is still ongoing. That impacted our students, we now have more and more students who are commuter students. So, their relationship with the university and the campus, and importantly their relationship with time, has changed since the pandemic. So, we're thinking beyond those kind of traditional boundaries that we knew of, when we were talking about blended learning. So, beyond blended is really an attempt to help support staff and students engage with these different aspects of what needs to be blends now, in terms of the realities of the context that we're living in just now. We don't have students, as many students who have the luxury of being on-campus all the time. We know that over 50% of our students are working. Time is really precious to them.
So, beyond blended is really, as I say, about helping people refocus their attention and think about when they're designing courses, activities, programmes, thinking about where activities are taking place. Is that taking place online? Is it taking place on-campus? Is it going to be synchronous? Is it going to be asynchronous? What are the values of these different spaces and places? And how can we support our students to engage in the best ways for them to allow them to have a really effective learning experience? And that really has been, that change, has been the foundation of our six pillars of beyond blended which are place, platform, and pace, and support, flex, and blend. So now we'd say that nearly everything has some sort of blend within it, but there are different kind of ingredients in the blend and there are different balances to the blend just now. So hopefully that kind of makes a bit more sense and explains why we've talked about beyond blended because it's changed, it's evolving.
Sarah Knight
Thank you, Sheila. And I think that's a lovely segue into the work we've been doing with our pilots, who’ve definitely been exploring that blend and utilising those materials in many different ways. And if I can come to you, Jonathan, just to give a little bit of background around how your team have been using the beyond blended materials, but in particular how they've supported your strategic goals at the University of Cumbria.
Jonathan Eaton
Thanks, Sarah. The University of Cumbria has a really distinctive operating model, through distributed campuses. So, we've got a total of six campuses spread across Northwest England and London. And we've also got a high proportion of learners who are studying online and in industry, across the south of England, in particular. So, the concept of blended learning has always been of great interest and importance to us as we kind of navigate how we operate as an academic institution through that distributed approach. In 2023 we started to develop our new Learning, Teaching and Assessment Plan, or LTA plan, and that was developed by the university community as a whole. It's co-designed and co-owned. But one of the key enhancement themes articulated within the plan was digital augmentation. So, how we can use technology meaningfully and thoughtfully to underpin and enhance learning. And as part of that strand, we recognised the need to implement a more consistent approach to how we design and deliver blended learning. As part of that implementation, we've been facilitating what we call online learning design bootcamps, focused initially on our larger curriculum areas in health and education. Those bootcamps have been intrinsically structured around beyond blended and the resources and guidance that are available through that model. What it's allowed us to do is essentially to develop a shared terminology and ways for programme teams in different disciplines and professional services to come together with a shared understanding of, not how to deliver blended learning, but how to think about it and the pedagogic principles that we should and must embrace in order to make sure we're delivering a high quality student experience. So, beyond blended has been absolutely fundamental to the enhancements that we've made since the plan was implemented in 2024. So far, we've delivered 20 online learning design bootcamps across the university. We've had over 140 attendees, and the feedback has been very, very positive from colleagues. So, beyond blended has been, I guess, one of the key tools that we've drawn on to implement the future of education here at the University of Cumbria.
Sarah Knight
Thank you, Jonathan. And I think you've picked on a really important theme that has run, I think, through all our work with the pilots, is around that shared vocabulary and shared understanding. And I think that was something very much at the start of the pilots and start of the work that Sheila and Helen did, around trying to come up with that shared understanding around what we mean by those different words, different terminology. That again, I think has been quite central to the themes that we've come out of the work of the pilot. But Jonathan, you've also taken an approach of integrating beyond blended materials into your curriculum framework. Could you share a little bit more detail around that aspect as well?
Jonathan Eaton
So, at the University of Cumbria we have a curriculum design framework which is basically the overarching guidance document that sets out the principles for how programmes and modules must be designed. And it's utilised by programme teams when they come to approve a new programme or they're reviewing an existing programme. So, when we launched the new LTA plan, we recognised that the next step was absolutely to revise the curriculum design framework, because we recognise that those points of approving or reviewing a programme are the perfect opportunity to inject innovation and creativity into how our programmes and modules are designed. So, drawing on key stakeholders from across the university, we went through a process of aligning that guidance with our strategic objectives through the LTA plan, and one aspect was around online and blended delivery. What we did at that stage was essentially build beyond blended as a model into the curriculum design framework, so that when programme teams are at those key points in the life cycle of their programme and they're thinking about key design principles, they're automatically directed to beyond blended. The critical thing, as I mentioned before is, what we're not trying to do is to mandate how programmes should be designed. Rather, what we're trying to do is to challenge our programme teams to consider the key underpinning principles, the lenses and the pillars that are articulated within the guidance and consider how they can be translated and contextualised for their discipline, their students and their wider stakeholders. It also means that we're able to track how beyond blended is being woven into individual programmes and target our support appropriately so that when colleagues are making decisions around review and approval, we're able to support them with some of the decisions that they make and also unpick some of the good practice which is emerging as well. So, we've woven this quite deeply into the academic structure of the university and over a period of years, as all of our portfolio naturally goes through those key points, we'll begin to see beyond blended used more widely, I think, across all disciplines.
Sarah Knight
It's great to see that that is enabling discussions and creativity, Jonathan. And I think one of the sort of principles around the materials was that they were there to be adapted, contextualised, discussed. So, it's really great to hear that that is supporting the conversations that you're having with your course teams at Cumbria, but with that set of principles, that guidance there as a reference document for staff to refer to. Thank you. We will come back to you shortly, Jonathan, but I'm going to now move on to Emma and Julie. I'm just really interested to hear from your experiences of phase one, how have the beyond blended resources supported staff in rethinking their curriculum design? And if we go to you first, Emma, considering the context of the University of Northampton.
Emma Heron
Yeah, thank you. Really interesting to hear what Jonathan had to say there as well that beyond blended has helped us to just think a little bit more, more broadly I suppose about pedagogy and principles. And certainly, at the University of Northampton we have a dynamic team of staff who work with academics on the curriculum design aspect of their work and what they deliver to students, as well as academic practice team who help our staff to become even better teachers. So, particularly those two teams have really, really worked with the beyond blended resources in their respective areas. And certainly, for the learning design team who have been similar to what Jonathan was saying, working with course teams on either revalidations or on existing modules or courses that need a bit of a refresh, shall we say, that the use of the beyond blended curriculum lenses in particular has been really successful in adding an additional focus to what we have already as an existing student centred approach. And the notions of pace and place have been particularly useful considerations in those design conversations. The modes of participation and the six pillars have underpinned what we call at Northampton a CAIeRO and please don't ask me to elaborate what that acronym stands for but it's essentially, it's a piece of work that the learning designers do with course teams when they want to look at from the beginning of the design right the way through, including learning outcomes, are they aligned, et cetera, et cetera. An example we can give is with our new foundation year planning, currently we've had 22 staff and 13 modules looking at those modes of participation and six pillars. So, it's been really, really embedded very deeply.
If I can just quickly go on to talk about academic practice. So, the team who work with staff on senior fellowship and that kind of pathway, the team have been running a pathway called New to Teaching. So that does what it says on the tin. That's for people who are new to the teaching profession. And that's a monthly development programme over a period of six months and it's used the beyond blended resources, embedded those into that programme as well. So, for an example, a session on giving feedback, for example there’s four modes of participation in learning in relation to their assessment and feedback practice was really, really valuable. And then just very quickly also, and then I'll hand over, we've used beyond blended in our personal tutoring sphere as well, and particularly the where am I posters and again, the four modes of participation with students and with personal tutors to get them to have a conversation together about the expectations of learning. As we said at the beginning, as Sheila said at the beginning, the move in terms of how students balance their lives with their learning is very different. We have a lot of international students, and sometimes those expectations may be very different. So, we've used those resources to really have positive conversations with our students as well.
Sarah Knight
Thank you, Emma. And again, I love the fact that you've brought students into these discussions and having something visual and having those prompts, which again be adapted, is a great way of just starting to see how students perceive things very differently in some cases. And it really helps the international students as well. And of course, all our research to date has shown that we do need to be more inclusive and think about the ways in which our international students are again, seeing things in some cases quite differently. So, lovely to hear those cases you've been describing there. Julie, at Abertay, how have the materials been used to support staff? And which of the materials have you perhaps been using in your pilots?
Julie Blackwell Young
I mean, so one of the great things I think about the resources is they work on so many levels. And in phase one, we focused on using the resources to support our consultation on our new student success strategy. So that was us asking staff and students what they want our curriculum and student experience to be like for the next five years. So we were really able to use the strategic prompts from the resources, focusing them around the six pillars, to really get colleagues to think and consider about those aspects of the curriculum, the student experience, and for us also the multiplicity of different students we have. And we have students that are on campus, we have students in partner institutions and really thinking about all those things that they might not have thought before, but in a really structured way. And I think one of the useful things for us about doing this is it's meant that the language and the concepts relating to beyond blended have been introduced to staff, and they've been introduced in that quite gentle way, in terms of prompting them to think and it comes back to some of the things we've already heard about that importance of language. So, we're able to use those to start the discussions, get people thinking about those concepts. And what that means is we're able to then link that into the new strategy. So, when we're moving from implementation, some of those ideas and language that are already in peoples’ consciousness to make that move from consultation to strategy to implementation much more easier, and seamless, is the ambition.
Sarah Knight
And Julie, you have also brought in quite a range of stakeholders, haven't you, in those discussions including estates. Am I right in saying?
Julie Blackwell Young
Yes, so we've brought estates and our IT colleagues into those discussions because we wanted to think about that learning experience very holistically. And our estates and our IT colleagues are really, really important in thinking about what those learning environments look like, whether that's people physically on campus, people online, but also the infrastructure that surrounds all that. And they were incredibly positive about engaging with the discussions and the materials. And we had some brilliant feedback from them actually about it's helped them to kind of see where staff, where the academic staff are wanting to go and where the professional services staff wanted to go and then what their role is in helping us implement all this work.
Sarah Knight
And I think that was always the intention, Sheila, wasn't it, around certainly the strategic lenses, was that to recognise that you cannot be designing learning in isolation, that it does have those touch points on all of those areas, Emma, that you've mentioned and obviously Julie you've mentioned as well.
Sheila MacNeill
Yeah, I think that's really interesting to hear Emma and Julie talk about the lenses and again just to hear how they've been using them in practice. When Helen and I were developing the resources, we were very keen that these resources were looking at things very much from a curriculum point of view. So, it was starting to think about things really from those users, from students and staff, in terms of if you're thinking about any of the elements of the pillars, if you're thinking about place, if you're thinking about getting a new digital system, who's going to be in the conversation, what are the prompts that they are going to be asked? What are the things that actually we really need to be asking people just now, given the changes that we mentioned earlier, and use those prompts. So, yes, we wanted to take things from a slightly different perspective than maybe normally someone in estates or someone in IT would have, but to have that broader holistic discussion. So strategic decisions actually had a really strong focus on learning and teaching as well. So, it's kind of coming back down to those things and to get people to understand the needs of everybody. And again, it's great to hear both Julie and Emma and Jonathan as well saying how easily the resources, the lenses, the modes of participation have been adapted. And I think one of the things that's pleasantly surprised Helen and I is we were very aware of this lack of common vocabulary. But actually, the language that we use, we spent a lot of time thinking about that and drafting that. That has been useful for people. So, we've always wanted these resources to be flexible. But it's lovely to hear that people are using the prompts from the lenses as they are. They may be adapting them slightly but actually as they are, I think it is a really strong starting point for people. But yeah, as I said it was really, really intentionally designed to get people to have discussions from a curriculum perspective as opposed to a financial status or estates first. So that was always the intention from the beginning.
Sarah Knight
Thank you, Sheila. And I'm going to come back to you, Emma, now because you've mentioned, well actually Julie as well, you've mentioned that engagement that you had in your first semester pilot with students. And I’m really interested because student engagement was one of the key drivers for, I think, all of our pilots, our 17 pilots and their initial sort of participation. What learning, Emma, has arisen from the pilots in the first phase in regards to how students are now being involved and in the planning and taking forward the pilot into phase two?
Emma Heron
Absolutely. Yeah, so I mean student engagement is absolutely key to all that we do. I mean that's true for all of us in the room, isn't it? But I think from the pilot so far, we've really learned that meaningful student engagement requires intentionally designed opportunities for students to both shape the process and the outputs of the beyond blended work. And just looking ahead to the phase two, so student involvement is centred around our beyond blended assessment and feedback projects. And we're going to be engaging students through, I suppose, two broad things around that. So, focus groups and student voice meetings. So, student voice meetings are where our course reps come along and to gather their perceptions of different feedback approaches. Specifically exploring how feedback varies across place, pace, blend and platform. And then we're also developing some assessment and feedback, maybe called panels, don't know yet or conversations with students, where we're going to look at the four aspects of learning, resource and get students to contribute to evaluating our current practice and shaping future enhancements. So they're the two new ones we're going to be doing for phase two, but we will also be continuing on with our personal tutoring focus, if you like, engaging students and thinking about how we can perhaps adapt the resources that we want to put into the pack that we're going to give for personal tutors as part of their training.
Sarah Knight
Super, Emma. And perhaps there's opportunity as well there for students to create or make adaptions to some of the materials as well, we'd love to hear that.
Emma Heron
Yeah, absolutely, absolutely.
Sarah Knight
Thank you. Julie, from your side at Abertay, you had fantastic student engagement in the first phase of the pilot. How are you building that momentum into the next phase?
Julie Blackwell Young
Yeah, I mean it was absolutely fantastic to have students as part of the team. We had student association staff, we had student representatives, we had students that are still studying programmes. And actually, luckily one of our students association members of staff is a former student who only graduated a couple of years ago. So, we were able to get lots of different aspects of the student voice. And having that student voice and perspective is really important because they do experience the curriculum and the environment in a very different way and not always in the way that we think they might be. So, we really, really want to amplify this in phase two. So, we're working closely with the Abertay students association who are just amazing and in particular Sophie Kennedy, to do a whole range of student voice activities and they're really, really excited about this because they just love hearing that student voice and that perspective. So, Sophie is planning on using, they have a pop-up booth next to their offices which are located in the ground floor of our library. So, they're going to be using that to do some quick questions, you know, students passing by, finding out a bit about how they're experiencing their learning. And they're particularly interested in those four modes of participation, and they want to know what's the students’ current experience but also how they would like to see that experience change and evolve. She's also organising focus groups which are going to focus on the six pillars, and just getting that, again, that current experience but also that forward thinking. And we've also got some institutional funding to have a student work on us which will be around the implementation of our new student success strategy and that student will help us in co-creating our new curriculum development framework. So, it's been fantastic hearing all that stuff that Jonathan was talking about, I might have to drop you a message about that. But that curriculum development framework will be really focused on helping us implement our new student success strategy and the student will be helping us also to create engaging student-facing content around our strategy and our curriculum. And so, we're going to be using the beyond blended resources to shape some of that work. So, lots of really, really exciting things going on. I'm really looking forward to it, it's going to be fabulous.
Sarah Knight
Yeah, Lots to share back, Julie, and I know we've already had Sophie participating in one of our webinars recently, so it's great to have that and to have that sort of student co-researcher angle is a really, really great way of just adding to the momentum of what you've started there. Jonathan, did you want to add anything there from the University of Cumbria perspective, how students are being involved?
Jonathan Eaton
I think for us it's really an area that we need to do more on, in particular with our students union. So, this academic year, our students union have created an online learner officer post, which is a brand new initiative within the students union and reflects really the increasing diversity of our student body. And we're really keen to work with our online learning officer to help them shape the future of beyond blended at the university, but based on that feedback from students. So, it was great to hear what Julie was saying around some of the ideas we might pick up on.
Sarah Knight
Super, Jonathan. And yes, really looking forward to hearing how that role progresses and great to have a new role that they can shape and work collaboratively with you on, super.
Sheila, I'm going to come back to you now, to recognise that we have also got two international pilots that have been part of our work. We've been very fortunate to work with University of Galway and the University of Southern Queensland, and just wanted to get your views in terms of what new or different insights have they brought into the programme to date?
Sheila MacNeill
Yeah, it's been great to have that international perspective, for them and for the rest of the projects. There's obviously quite a lot of similarities in many of the areas because I think when you're looking at designing, learning and teaching, there are some fundamental things wherever you are that are quite key that we're engaging with in the programme. But I think from the University of Southern Queensland, obviously Australia has a different history of distance learning and online learning than we do, certainly in the UK. So, they had a lot more experience around that kind of a different perspective of student engagement. And I think their notion of place was slightly more flexible than ours was pre-pandemic, as well. They also had, were quite forward in their thinking around hyflex learning as well. And it's been great to look at their very much pedagogically driven approach to that and the way that they've shared that very openly from the beginning with us. So, I think in some ways they were maybe, as I say, their context with people being at a distance and that notion of place was slightly different from here in the UK. So that was really great to have. Although, as I say, many common issues as well.
I think with Galway slightly closer to home. So, I think, kind of very similar issues, but really interesting to have their perspective. And also, let's say they got stuck into the resources really quite quickly. And I remember in one of our first programme webinars they showed, they had run a workshop, a staff facing workshop, using some of the activity cards and the modes of participation. And you could just see the light bulbs ticking off, right, everybody's head, it's like, “Oh, that's how you can use them, we'll do that.” So, I think that was a really lovely introduction to the kind of the community sharing of practice and everybody learned from that. But I think it's just, again, going back to that community thing, it's kind of a reassurance that there are lots of different people facing the same issues, slightly differently in your own context, but the programme has given that space and place to share issues and practice and to learn from each other. But yeah, as I said, it's been fantastic to have those different international voices involved too.
Sarah Knight
Yeah and I think just picking up on that, Sheila, I think it has given that sense of community as well in terms of that real sharing and collaboration that's been happening. And that we've always said there's such valuable insights for us to share outside of the UK and to also get that learning back in. So, it's been really lovely to have that and to continue those relationships as well. So, Sheila, we're moving on to talk about phase two with Emma and Jonathan and Julie. But before we do, from your perspective, did you feel that the pilots in phase one sort of met your expectations in terms of what would be achieved and how the materials could potentially add value and support those institutional goals?
Sheila MacNeill
Yeah, I think it's been quite amazing the amount of work that all the pilots have done. At the beginning we were all very excited with the submissions that everyone submitted and as you've heard from Jonathan, Emma, and Julie, there's been such a range of activity that has taken place in phase one. So, I think in many ways it was beyond our expectations. And also, I think the past 18 months, and it's still ongoing, there's been quite a lot of changes across the UK HE sector as well. Lots of people have been dealing with strategic changes, with financial issues. We had the UKVI regulations change and we had the remote term, remote learning, thrown in, which was another piece of vocabulary that was quite challenging for people. So, I think the way that all the pilot projects have coped and adapted their plans, and still actually done so much with the materials, has really been quite inspirational. So, yes, it's been great to see and as I say, I think they have, from my point of view, really exceeded expectations.
Sarah Knight
Thank you, Sheila. And yes, I'd absolutely echo that. I think, particularly in the challenging context that higher education is at the moment, it has been a real privilege to have been able to sustain that momentum and to see the work of the pilots’ progress as they have done. So, shall we move into phase two? And I know, Emma and Jonathan and Julie, you have touched on this, but what I'd really like to focus on now, and if we perhaps start with you, Emma, what is the focus of phase two of your pilots? In terms of your use of the beyond blended resources and also thinking about that sort of alignment to those strategic goals as well.
Emma Heron
Absolutely, yeah. Well, we're delighted to be still part of beyond blended, and phase two is another exciting phase for us. So, we've got a few different sort of lines of inquiry, if you like, put it that way. One of them is to focus on adapting and applying the beyond blended resources to academic inductions. So, staff who are new to the university and helping them to understand how learning can be designed across different modes, is one of the areas we're going to be working on. We've also got our academic practice team who are developing this academic year into next of PGCAP, so PGCERT in academic practise, and looking and using the curriculum and strategic prompts around that to guide and inform how we move forward with that development of that degree. So, those are kind of in the academic practice area where there's real concrete use and embedding and adapting the beyond blended resources. In the learning design area, the continuation of what we did in phase one last year will evolve and adapt. And I think it's fair to say that the learning designers have really absorbed the beyond blended resources into their way that they approach their training sessions with staff. So that's really positive to see. There are some other developments as well which are new, I suppose, to where we were this time last year. And so, there's one policy area that I'm personally looking at which is our lecture capture policy, and thinking about how we write a policy around students who may or may not be on campus but may need resources, and how we develop that kind of policy statement around how students learn, when they can access, when they can record material. So that's going to be quite interesting.
We've also got movement towards designing a new university signature pedagogy. So, looking at bringing forward in much more obvious and sort of feeling way, our main purpose of the university which is social impact. So, we're looking at how to begin to use those beyond blended resources, aspects of learning and the six pillars, for example, to think about how we change our signature, about how we teach and learn. And for me, particularly, the senior manager lens is really useful here and given me some really useful prompts to talk to people about. And then finally, the curriculum lens and the EDI lens, again really helpful for me and groups that I'm working with across the university around the work on optionality and assessment, giving students the choice around assessments. A lot of that has come out of the University of Bristol case and the EHRC note about how we need to respond to that. So, there's lots of busy work going on, some of it within the areas that have already used beyond blended last year, but also bringing it into other areas as well because I think it's just made us think slightly differently when we're dealing with other bits of the day job, if you like. But how do we conceptualise and how do we think about what we're about through those different perspectives? It's a bit of a mind changing process, really. So, it's really positive and I’m really excited by that. Just a bit busy, as we all are.
Sarah Knight
Definitely. Large areas there and we've always said you can't really separate assessment out of curriculum and learning design either. And so, it's going to be really interesting just to see how that element of the pilot develops alongside, obviously, the focus around inclusivity and designing a new signature pedagogy, or a unique pedagogy. It's going to be really interesting.
Emma Heron
Yeah, fascinating stuff. Absolutely.
Sarah Knight
Thank you, Emma. Jonathan, from the University of Cumbria perspective, can you share a little bit around what the focus of your pilot's going to be?
Jonathan Eaton
So, we're really excited about phase two and there's synergies, actually, with what Emma was talking about in some of our areas of focus. We've basically got four aspects for this year. The first one is that we're expanding the scope of the online learning design bootcamps across all curriculum areas where blended learning is taking place, building on the work we did last year with health and education. But then secondly, and conversely, we're going to make them disappear, because when we've done that, we're then going to embed beyond blended into our curriculum design events, which are the structured engagement mechanisms with programme teams going through approval and review. So, at that point, which will be at the end of this academic year, we can be confident that we've built this into the DNA of the academic programme's life cycle. Thirdly, we're going to embed beyond blended in standard academic touch points for new staff. So that's our academic induction programme and a bit like Emma as well, our postgraduate certificate in academic practice that's a contractual requirement for new staff without HE teaching qualifications. So, this is going to be something that colleagues across the university will engage with as a standard practice, really. And then fourthly, we're really interested as a university in a sense of place. It reflects the unique nature of our campuses, our localities and the communities that we serve. And our signature pedagogy is place-based engaged learning. Now, often, I think, when we look at blended learning, we see a bit of a binary approach, don't we, between place being in the classroom and online being online? But over the summer, I was doing a curriculum design event with one of our programme teams and we were talking about beyond blended, and I suddenly became aware from the conversation that they were thinking about this in a far more nuanced way than perhaps I'd seen previously, which was when we talked about place, they weren't making decisions around being in the classroom or online, they were making decisions around is this in the classroom, is it in a workshop or is it out in the field on the Lake District Fells? So, there's something there around what place means as a mode of delivery for beyond blended that we're really hoping to get under the skin of with our programme teams and perhaps use that to feed into wider thinking in the sector. So, we're really excited about challenging some of our assumptions around that internally.
Sarah Knight
That's going to be really interesting, Jonathan, and really like that focus around place and recognising that the varied and multiple locations, of course, that your students and staff are working in. So that's going to be fascinating to follow. Thank you for sharing that.
Julie, what does phase two look like at Abertay University? And has the size of Abertay University enabled you to perhaps be more agile, and communicate with a wider range of stakeholders in the pilot?
Julie Blackwell Young
Yeah, so our focus for phase two is very much around student voice and also co-creating that curriculum design framework that I mentioned earlier, which again, it's about setting the scene for our programmes going forward. And like Jonathan mentioned about their one, it's not about being prescriptive but it's about giving people the philosophy and the tools to be able to think about their programmes. And one of the things we really want to build on is a really great piece of work, in my opinion, that was done at Abertay during phase one by one of my colleagues, Dr. Janet Horrocks, who integrated the resources into our postgraduate certificate in academic practice. And she did it in a really nice way because what she did was seeded the principles gradually through different workshops and then built on that in a session that was purely about module and programme design, using the beyond blended session type cards. They've got like different prompts for different kinds of session types for each of the four modes of participation. And she created handheld laminated cards and got people to manipulate them. And the feedback was really positive, in particular, making staff think about modes that they hadn't thought about before, particularly the asynchronous modes, what are students doing in their independent study time, whether that be online or on campus? So that's given us a really useful pilot, if you like, for how we might then integrate those materials into curriculum design more broadly. So, the framework and then how we'll support staff and implementing that framework. And definitely, being a smaller institution does allow us to be quite agile. People often have multiple hats. You're often able to get the right people in the room at the right time. We all know each other really, really well. And we were able to sort of move with our institutional priorities because whilst we're undertaking the pilot, then our overall strategy was being developed and launched. And then we've got these sub strategies, that the student success strategy is one of those. And we were able to pull on the thoughts of a huge number of people. On our team we were able to have representatives from academic and professional services, as well as students in the students association. And as we mentioned earlier, bringing people like estates and IT into the conversation. So, it's really been helping us to think about, as a whole institution, to get a feel of what's possible. And then the really wonderful thoughts about, well, how do we actually take us where we want to be? Because that's one of the things that we really want to think about is not just where we are now, but where we want to be in the future, and then those steps and using those resources to help us get there.
Sarah Knight
Thank you, Julie. And that's really interesting and I think some of those themes that we have just been hearing about from Jonathan and Emma and Julie, Sheila, are some of the themes that are coming out from our other pilots that we're working with. We're working with 12 in phase two. Did you want to say a little bit more, Sheila, around any of the other themes that are coming out from the conversations we've been having with our pilots?
Sheila MacNeill
Yeah, sure. And again, thanks to Emma, Jonathan and Julie just for expanding more on what they're doing, you know, fantastic work going on there. I think what's really interesting is the different ways of looking at student engagement because obviously that is still quite key and ensuring that our students are supported in all the places that they are so that they feel safe and they can engage properly, they're extending that. I think one of the things that maybe isn't a theme but is very important, it's come through our conversations today as well, I think, is the fact that I think our pilots now have a bit more confidence in the materials as well. There's a lot of resources there, so I think people are really finding the ones that are really useful now, as we've heard, already. So, I think that's really positive. And the fact that they're all open resources, people can customise them. Though, sometimes you don't need to, sometimes you do. So, I think that's really, really positive. And I think the other part of the resources is I think that there's been a value of resources coming from a trusted partner like Jisc as well. And I think that's been really, really valuable and continues to be valuable. I think Jonathan alluded to that as well about place, there’s projects looking at different types of curriculum. So, Edge Hill, they're looking at the spiral curriculum. So, I think again it's adapting to different needs that are coming from government level about more flexibility and the types of programmes that we're offering as well. So that's really exciting. Obviously, there's quite a lot of work now around AI, again at different levels. So, Northampton and South Queensland, again, we had a fantastic webinar with them for the programme a couple of weeks ago, looking at, quite hands-on, looking at bots and integrating the resources in that way. And then on the flip side of that we've got Alison in Sheffield who's developed her own strategic lens for AI which she shared. So again, working at different levels across the programme. But there's lots of things and obviously that focus still on, I think the 3S’s on students, staff and that strategic development are still kind of core to everything that's going forward as well. So, lots of things happening but I think that kind of summarises most of the things that I've seen so far. Though, again, work is happening at such a pace as well that every time we speak to the project something else seems to have happened which is great in itself as well. So, we're really seeing how, again, I suppose that goes back to that confidence that people are actually seeing how they can apply the resources in lots of different contexts as well, which is so positive in itself.
Sarah Knight
Yeah, I think we're looking forward to continuing the discussions, aren't we Sheila, in the new year with our next round of calls. You picked up on a point there, Sheila, around some of the unexpected benefits and I'd like to ask Emma and Jonathan and Julie, if there have been any unexpected benefits from being involved in a Jisc pilot and working with other higher education institutions in what has been a really collaborative culture? But Jonathan, do you want to perhaps share your thoughts on that?
Jonathan Eaton
Thanks, Sarah. I think with any major change initiative having a level of external credibility is really important for driving progress internally. So, the fact that we were able to base our approach on something that had been developed by Jisc, there's a solid foundation of thought behind it and it's been validated by the sector, was really important in driving momentum within the organisation and getting colleagues interested in it and what it means and what the research is that actually underpins this. I think there's been benefits as well around capacity building, internally, it's been really interesting and Sheila's already alluded to this, that because we're working not just with Jisc, but with the other pilot institutions, the kind of side conversations and connections that have been made around, as Sheilia was saying, AI is a really good one, or how we approach curriculum development or staff training, all of those have been really good in terms of sharing practice. And for us, it's kind of introduced shortcuts that, you know, we don't have to invent everything ourselves. We can sometimes overcome challenges by understanding how colleagues at other institutions have approached it. So that's been really important. And I think the final aspect is colleagues from Jisc and other institutions being critical friends that hold up a mirror on what we're doing internally. And what I would emphasise is probably more friends than critical. And what I mean by that is that when you're leading, when you're running a project within a university or a college and you're in the middle of the semester, sometimes it's easy to feel we're not really making progress here. But then, you jump on a call with colleagues and actually they're telling you, wow, “You've made so much progress. And have you thought about this? And you can learn this from others.” So, really helpful, I think, just for kind of injection of positivity and recognition of what is being achieved, even when we're going through the hard yards of it. So, yeah, huge amount of unexpected benefits for us.
Sarah Knight
Thank you, Jonathan, and likewise, the benefits we get back into Jisc of bringing in those sector insights that we can then share wider. So, it's been so valuable for us as well, thank you.
Emma, from University of Northampton. I know we've got long history of working together with your colleagues.
Emma Heron
Absolutely, yeah, and long may it continue as well. Yeah, I think I would echo completely what Jonathan has said there about the kind of benefits of having you as an external, validated, highly respected body, saying that it's okay and giving us permission to try these things in a way. Maybe it's not unexpected, but it's definitely been a benefit. And I think even from just being on this podcast today, what we learn from each other by talking. So, I've learned loads of things, been jotting them down in my book, about things that you other guys are doing. And I think it's just been fantastic to feel part of a community of people willing to try things and to have almost a safe space to fail. I'm not going to use fail in a big word, but, you know, things don't always go the way you want it to go. And again, I’d echo what Jonathan has said about those calls that we had in, through the diary, through the year were like, really, really helpful, not to refocus, but to just kind of reassure us, I suppose, that actually what we're doing is fine and that, you know, you talk to us about well the other universities are doing this and then we've had lots of support from Jisc. So, I think it has been really the kind of, the community spirit, I think, is a real benefit. Again, that may not be unexpected with Jisc, but I think that's where I would say has been really strong.
Sarah Knight
And I think it has, I think it's really pleased us, hasn't it, Sheila? It's sometimes challenging for people to have the time to engage and recognise the value that they will get back from participating in a community of this nature. And I think we were able to perhaps demonstrate the benefits of that quite early on in the pilot. So, it's really lovely to see that relationships building and developing and the international connections as well that the projects have been making. So, no, it's great for us to see that. And Julie, from your perspective at Abertay.
Julie Blackwell Young
Yeah, just to echo actually what Emma and Jonathan have said, from our perspective it has developed into a real community. Everyone has been so generous with their time and their resources and that includes the colleagues from Jisc. I was a bit apprehensive because I personally hadn't worked with Jisc before, although other colleagues of mine had. And obviously, you're a big, respected, sector organisation and I'm me, and I'd not been a part of such a large pilot group before. But I have to say, all the colleagues at Jisc have been so helpful and supportive, willing to share their knowledge, and you have so much knowledge, that it’s just incredible. In particular, Sheila and Simon, who have been our contacts, it's been phenomenal what I've learned about everything. And the other pilot institutions have been so open and honest. I think that's reflected in what Emma and Jonathan have said. And we share what's worked well, but also the challenges. And I now know that I have a load of people who I could contact and have a discussion about beyond blended but that they would also be willing to chat with me about anything else that they were doing that we had experience of. And I just feel I've got a lovely network now of people, who I wouldn't necessarily have come across before. So, a huge thank you to Jisc, actually, for giving us that space. It's been really, really great and I would totally recommend it to anybody else.
Sarah Knight
Well, thank you, Julie. And I know how much both Elizabeth and Simon have enjoyed working with you all on these pilots, and particularly I think the opportunity we've had as well to visit you on site and in person and to actually be able to meet colleagues, to meet your students, but also to make those connections across other pieces of work that can also support the agendas that you're taking forward. So, as I keep saying, we've learned as much from it, as we've been hearing from yourselves. So, you touched on challenges, Julie, and we're drawing to the end of our conversations, but I just wanted to obviously recognise that where we were 18 months ago to where we are now, we keep saying the challenges around higher education just don't go away, do they? And I just wanted to just sort of get a collective view in terms of are there any challenges that we feel that the pilots are now having to address this year that perhaps weren't there at that sort of start of phase one? Particularly in relation to having the time to really rethink where we're going with the learning investment and curriculum design in the context of AI, in the context of so many structural, organisational changes that are going on?
Emma Heron
I think your point about AI is a fair one. That was one of the things I was thinking about that that's a constant, isn't it? A constant change, if you see what I mean. It's the speed of that and the debates around AI within learning and teaching. How students use it, how staff use it, do staff use it to mark, all those quite scary topics which we can't talk about much now. But I think that is almost like the challenge, I think. Certainly, from my perspective, which is perhaps even a year ago, wasn't quite as dominant. And the other thing that was on my mind was something that Sheila mentioned earlier about the UKVI remote delivery change, and I suppose the policy context of where we are and what things come in to address and challenge the learning and teaching space, really. Yeah.
Sarah Knight
Thank you, Emma. Jonathan.
Jonathan Eaton
I think for me is, I absolutely agree with what Emma's saying. For me, there's something as well that's both challenge and opportunity around some of the emerging government policy, in terms of the industrial strategy, the Post 16 education and skills white paper and the lifelong learning entitlement. Because when you look at that collectively, you get in a real sense that the future landscape of higher education is going to change quite considerably. And I think there's something really interesting of how blended learning fits within that, where perhaps up until now we've very much been thinking about blended learning from the perspective of a programme, but actually if we're moving to a new lifelong learning landscape, it could be blended learning through modules that an individual might dip in and out of over decades, through an entire working career and beyond. And I think that's tremendously exciting to think about what are the implications of that, of learning, teaching, assessment and the student experience? We won't solve that in phase two, though, I don't think.
Sarah Knight
But, yeah, absolutely, Jonathan, I think that is a really interesting area to watch and to look at the ways in which institutions are going to have to evolve and change, in relation to that. So, no, thank you for bringing that to the fore. And Julie, again, thinking about the Scottish context, in relation to any challenges.
Julie Blackwell Young
Yeah, I think one of our big ones, as Sheila and Emma have already mentioned, was that UKVI remote delivery. Because one of the things it did is it introduced a different terminology. And I think one of the great things that we've been finding with beyond blended was we were starting to get this shared terminology and then this other terminology started coming in and just the levels of uncertainty that colleagues had about what exactly does that mean? And therefore, colleagues pulling away from the online space. And I think that's then linked into a bit of a tension that we have. We had a brilliant piece of work that was actually done by one of our students on working students and the impact that was having. And one of the solutions for that, potentially, is having that blend of things. But, as I say with these uncertainties, then it's about how we just navigate through that space and also how we build student engagement in the online space. So really, I think one of the big jobs that we're going to be trying to do with our new curriculum development framework is using those beyond blended resources to really think how we can successfully bring in those six pillars, for that great educational experience that we all want. And again, just to reemphasise that to do that we need to be bringing in our colleagues from across the institution. So, our academics, professional services and our students on how we really develop that holistic environment that works for everyone. And there are no easy solutions to any of these challenges. And things will also come into play that we don't expect over the next six months, even, just the way that the AI sort of came in. So it's going to be a constantly evolving space, I think.
Sarah Knight
Thank you. And just to end off the podcast now and, thank you for such rich conversations. What one piece of advice would you give to institutions that perhaps are thinking about possibly looking at our beyond blended resources? Emma?
Emma Heron
I would say keep it by your bedside. Not that I read beyond blended when I'm going to sleep. Not suggesting that, but I think what I mean by that is I think it's such a valuable resource and it allows you to think broad and wide and to think slightly differently. And I think my advice would be to read it, keep it close and don't be afraid to adapt it to your context.
Sarah Knight
Thank you, Emma. Jonathan?
Jonathan Eaton
Similar to Emma, I think, I'd encourage everyone to boldly embrace contextualisation, recognise that these are open resources. So, seize the opportunity to craft a beyond blended approach that works for your colleagues, your students and your institution.
Sarah Knight
Thank you, Jonathan. Julie?
Julie Blackwell Young
I think for me, be quite operational if you like, the six pillars are a really great way of getting into the materials and thinking about the concepts. So, there are a lot of resources on the website. It can be a bit overwhelming to begin with but doing it through the six pillars I think gives you a structure to think about the learning experience and the resources. And there is a resource for practically everything you might want to do, from that strategic perspective to the curriculum, right down to designing a module and a session. And one of the really great things on the website is there is a section further down which kind of suggests which of the resources might be useful for different levels of activity. And I think that's really helpful to use that to focus what you look at, rather than just trying to use everything at once.
Sarah Knight
Thank you, Julie. And yes, in our beyond blended in action guide, we've also added that to the centrepiece as well. Sheila, final word?
Sheila MacNeill
Well, I think, maybe echo what's been implicit I think in what Emma, Jonathan and Julie have said, it's time. I think one of the things that has come through from the pilot projects is that the pilots themselves have given everyone time to focus on quite fundamental things, to have conversations within their own teams about what it is they want to do, to have conversations, as Emma said, from a slightly different perspective. And I think what's happened in the last couple of years has been so much change that we've forgotten that we need to have time to implement those changes. So, we need to think about building in time for staff, developers, student support services and our academics to make the changes that are necessary. If you are wanting to look at beyond blended get a cup of tea or coffee, look at the resources, read that beyond blended in action because there’s a really lovely vignette. Listen to this podcast again. And just take some time and kind of try and join the community wherever you can and learn from each other. And I think that's the thing, we have to give ourselves time. If we're going to change anything, we always need time to do it.
Sarah Knight
Well, on that note, can I thank Jonathan, Emma, Julie and Sheila for giving up their time to talk to us about the work you've been doing. It's been a great privilege to hear what has been achieved, but also those forward-looking plans as well. So, thank you so much and we look forward to continuing those discussions and hearing about the progress of your work. Thank you all.
Emma Heron
Thank you.
Julie Blackwell Young
No, thank you.
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