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Executive summary 
 
 
1.  Context and methods 
The starting point for the research project was the Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education 
(QAA) subject review method in force prior to 2002, which was based on six thematic headings. 
The reports for each subject (based on 42 Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE) 
defined subject areas) highlighted areas of good practice and issues needing to be addressed 
under each heading. The pedagogic use of ICTs to enhance the student learning experience may 
be addressed under either, or both, Teaching, Learning and Assessment (TLA) or Learning 
Resources (LR). 
 
The universities on which the study was based were identified through an analysis of individual 
institutions’ subject review reports, where good pedagogic practice in ICT development and use 
had been identified in the period 1998-2001 (the two most recent completed review cycles). From 
an initial selection of 48 institutions, 12 participated in the study, eight being ‘old’ (ex-University 
Grants Council) universities and four ‘new’ universities or colleges of HE (ex-Polytechnics and 
Colleges Funding Council institutions). The subjects covered a broad spectrum of disciplines: 
Archaeology, Art and Design, Biosciences, Classics, Dentistry, Economics, Education, Sport 
Science, Maths, Nursing, Pharmacy and Politics. The study was conducted through questionnaires, 
interviews with staff and students, teaching/learning observations and a survey of university and 
programme documentation. 
 
2.  Drivers for ICT initiatives 
 
Strategies 
2.1  Within the sample of institutions, two main approaches to ICT developments in learning and 
teaching were apparent.  

• Purely subject-level initiatives driven by the enthusiasm of individual staff. In some subject 
areas (such as Pharmacy, Economics, Nursing, Art and Design), this was coupled with 
external requirements, such as professional or vocational changes.  

• In under half of the sample, and particularly in four new universities, the major catalyst had 
been an institutional strategy that stressed the role of ICT in relation to a broader strategic 
aim, such as widening participation. 

The effectiveness at subject level of ICT initiatives did not appear to depend on the nature of the 
main catalyst or strategy. 
 
2.2 The four new universities had adopted a corporate approach to the promotion of ICT across 
all subject areas; their learning and teaching strategies included detailed plans for implementation, 
including related staff development strategies. 
 
2.3   A number of factors were significant in the successful implementation of an ICT strategy: 

• The appointment of key staff to act as ‘champions’ of the initiative. These staff appeared to 
have been particularly effective at Faculty or School level.  

• The choice of platform was crucial to success: a system perceived as difficult to access 
presented a significant barrier to many staff.  

• The existence of a supportive and responsive technical and/or teaching and learning unit, 
able to respond to the needs of individual staff in uploading their materials on to the 
system. 
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• Middle managers, responsible for budgets and for release of staff time, could be either 
significant facilitators or barriers to development. 

 
Funding  
2.4  There was a contrast between individual subject initiatives, involving low-tech solutions and 
minimal funding, and more ambitious initiatives with wider implications, which benefited from 
significant external and/or internal funding. Both types had been successful at subject level, but 
those driven by central policies and given appropriate support (financial and technical) appeared to 
have had wider impact and to have been more sustainable.  
 
2.5  There were lessons to be learnt from the way in which consortium projects were managed. 
Where consortia were delivering a standard, agreed curriculum, materials were likely to be well 
used. Where the subject lent itself to differing curricula, materials were likely to fall into disuse or be 
used only by their originators if continuation funding was not available to up-date and adapt them to 
the needs of the different institutions. 
 
Learning Resources 
2.6  Overall, ICT developments had not been significantly hindered by physical resource 
considerations. Significant costs related not only to hardware, but also to provision of an adequate 
level of technical and pedagogic support.  
 
2.7  Computer provision appeared generally to be at least adequate, although students at two of 
the new universities expressed dissatisfaction, since they depended on access to computers used 
for teaching.  
 
2.8  The rate of computer ownership amongst students was high (on average 85 per cent had a PC 
or laptop), but those who did not own a computer felt disadvantaged. This suggests that, where ICT 
was a significant delivery mechanism, universities would need to address this problem. 
 
2.9  For staff, the major concern was time for development and updating of ICT-based materials. 
Some universities were relatively generous in their arrangements for release of staff time, but the 
issue arose of how far staff could be supported if the use of ICT became generalised.  
 
2.10  A further issue arose in respect of the relationship between face-to-face and on-line tutoring 
and how the latter was integrated into staff timetables.  
 
2.11  The integration of ICT into learning and teaching also raised the question of the incentive (in 
terms of professional status) for staff to engage in such developments. 
 
3.  Main characteristics and impact 
3.1  In the six universities where the initiatives made substantial use of a web-based virtual learning 
environment (VLE), it was clear that use of a VLE generally encouraged a more mixed range of 
learning and communication activities, as well as more interactivity.    

3.2  The extent of ICT integration in teaching/learning delivery was varied, but in almost all of the 
universities core information about courses or taught topics, was being posted and accessed 
electronically.  

3.3  There was a strong perception amongst those leading successful ICT initiatives that 
developments needed to be driven by pedagogy, not technology. It was, however, clear that to date 
staff training had focused more on the technology than on pedagogic issues. 
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3.4 The flexibility of ICT-based approaches was highly valued because it enabled students to work 
at their own pace, in their own time and chosen location. This had an added dimension in 
institutions with a more diverse recruitment profile, for example as a result of a particular 
commitment to widening participation, employability or disability.  

3.5 The interactive nature of ICT was identified as a valued aid to learning, but this facility had yet 
to be fully exploited. However, the evidence indicated the value of ICT in promoting independent 
learning, especially through access to a vast range of up-to-date materials, including electronic 
journals, through the Internet. Students rated access to information as the most important use of 
ICT: 69 per cent of the 402 returns rated it most important, and 87 per cent rated it either most or 
second most important. Given the importance attached to the use of ICT for accessing information, 
it was surprising that few universities appeared to include structured, subject-related tuition on how 
to use the Internet effectively.  

3.6  VLEs offered the facility to monitor student online activity, by group and individually, enabling 
staff to intervene and advise individual students or introduce extra support for the group. This 
facility did not appear to be exploited in all cases. 

3.7  It was clear that in some areas ICT approaches were replacing more traditional ones. This was 
evident in the increased use of online tutorials and the replacement of some core lectures.  

3.8  A somewhat unexpected theme that emerged was the dichotomy between perceptions of 
learning as a private, individual activity and learning as a shared enterprise. Group interaction and 
shared learning featured prominently in subject developments in eight of the universities.   

3.9  Staff seriously committed to using ICT considered that this had a beneficial impact on their 
teaching. The most often cited improvement was in the level and quality of preparation: materials 
could be easily updated and revised to suit the needs of different student groups.  

3.10 Where lecture notes were posted on the intranet in advance, the staff judged that it gave 
students freedom to concentrate on important concepts or issues within the content. The evidence 
suggested that this did not reduce student attendance at lectures, but allowed them to come better 
prepared and to be more engaged.  

3.11  Staff found it difficult to identify improvements in students’ learning, in part because of the 
limited evaluation that had been undertaken, but also because ICT initiatives had taken place 
alongside other changes. However, there had been some observed changes in student attitudes, 
as well as a little quantitative evidence of enhancement.  

3.11 Some staff considered that ICT approaches were better suited to scientific and technological 
disciplines. The evidence from this study suggested that arts and humanities subjects were as 
likely to generate innovative approaches through their use of new technology as any others.  

3.12 Subject areas in six of the universities made use of online assessment in some form; in all 
but two, the assessments were formative. There was a need for further development work on the 
implications of online assessment.   

 

4.  Staff participation and staff development 
4.1 The study confirmed that there were some notable emerging uses of ICT at the subject level, 
with focused and innovative applications to learning and teaching. However, these were generally 
pockets of enthusiastic activity, beyond which the involvement of academic staff was limited. For 
most staff, in most institutions, the pedagogic use of ICT rarely went beyond the posting and 
retrieval of routine course information; many staff were not involved at all.  



 

 
 
 

4 
 

 
2.  The drivers for ICT initiatives in learning and teaching 
 
Emerging themes 
This section summarises the main themes which have emerged from the detailed findings 
outlined in section 2.1 onwards.  

 
Strategy 
2.0.1 Two main approaches.  Within the sample of 12 institutions, two main approaches to ICT 
developments in learning and teaching were apparent. Purely subject-level initiatives had been driven 
by the enthusiasm of individual staff and their belief that this mode of delivery enhanced the learning 
experience. In addition to this, in some subject areas (such as Pharmacy, Economics, Nursing, Art 
and Design), there had been perceived external requirements, such as professional or vocational 
changes. These individually inspired initiatives had received varying degrees of support at institutional 
level. In under half of the sample, and particularly in the four new universities, ICT developments had 
been driven by an institutional strategy which stressed the role of ICT in relation to a broader strategic 
aim, such as widening participation, student retention, employability or student-centred learning. This 
then became the major catalyst for further development. 

2.0.2 A corporate approach.  The four new universities had adopted what we would term a 
‘corporate approach’ to the promotion of the use of ICT across all subject areas and in these cases 
their learning and teaching strategies included detailed plans for how the ICT-related aims and 
objectives would be implemented. In some other cases, an institution had taken steps such as 
introducing a virtual learning environment (VLE), but, in the absence of a corporate approach, this had 
not been the most significant factor in subject-level developments, which had been driven primarily by 
factors such as staff research interests or individual enthusiasm. In four old universities, ICT had 
acquired a more significant status in recently revised learning and teaching strategies; in these cases, 
implementation plans were still at a fairly early, or in some cases exploratory, phase.  

2.0.3 Quality and effectiveness of subject ICT initiatives.  These did not appear to be dependent 
on the nature of the main catalyst. But those that were driven by central policies and given appropriate 
support (financial and technical) appeared more likely to have had wider impact beyond the immediate 
staffing group involved, and to have been less likely to suffer from variables such as staffing changes. 
There had been a general recognition that the success of ICT developments depended on subject-
level engagement with the process and staff had been given the flexibility to use ICT in a way which 
suited the subject and individual teaching styles. Even under the corporate approach, there was no 
compulsion to adopt ICT as a means of teaching delivery, although in some cases a threshold (largely 
administrative) level of engagement was required. The success of the developments was 
consequently dependent on individual initiative, even in the centrally-driven approach. 

2.0.4 Keys to successful implementation.  A number of factors were seen to be significant in the 
successful implementation of an ICT strategy for learning and teaching. Notable amongst these was 
the appointment of key staff to act as ‘champions’ of the initiative. These staff (whether Teaching 
Fellows, Directors of Learning and Teaching or Educational Technologists) appeared to work 
particularly effectively at Faculty level. The choice of platform or VLE was crucial to success: a system 
perceived as complex or difficult to access presented a significant barrier to many staff. At least 
equally important was the existence of a supportive and responsive technical and/or teaching and 
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learning unit, able to respond to the needs of individual staff in uploading their materials on to the 
system.  

2.0.5 Role of middle managers. It was not only institutional leaders of the developments who were 
important to its success: middle managers, responsible for budgets and for release of staff time, were 
perceived as either facilitators or barriers to development. 

 

Funding  
2.0.6 Contrasting approaches.  There was a contrast between individual subject initiatives, involving 
low-technology solutions and minimal funding, and more ambitious initiatives with wider implications, 
benefiting from significant external and/or internal funding. At least two of the subject initiatives (in 
Universities A and C) appeared to not only be effective but also appropriate for implementation across 
a wide range of subjects: the opportunity for wider application had been lost through the absence of 
university coordination of, or support for, individual initiatives. 

2.0.7 External or internal funding.  A number of specific subject-related projects had received 
funding from either external or internal sources. Their impact, both within the institution and beyond, 
had been variable and there were lessons to be learnt from the way in which these projects had been 
managed. Where formal or informal consortia were delivering a standard, agreed curriculum, materials 
were much more likely to have been well used. Where the subject lended itself to very variable 
curricula, there was a risk of materials falling into disuse or being used only by their originators if 
funding was not available to up-date and adapt them to the needs of different institutions. 

 

Learning Resources 
2.0.8 Physical resources  Overall, across the range of institutions, staff did not consider that ICT 
development or use had been significantly hindered by physical resource considerations. There were, 
however, significant costs not only in terms of hardware, but also in terms of staffing to provide an 
adequate level of technical and pedagogic support.  

2.0.9  Investment in the infrastructure.  In all cases, there had been considerable investment in the 
infrastructure and in computers for student use. In the old universities, students were generally 
satisfied with their access to computers, since there were (in some cases very) significant facilities 
available for open access. Students interviewed at two of the new universities were less satisfied, 
since they needed, to some extent at least, to access computers in rooms used for teaching.  

2.0.10  Student computer ownership.  Whilst the rate of computer ownership amongst students was 
high (on average 85 per cent had either or both a PC or laptop), ownership rates varied significantly 
between universities (from 95 per cent to 58 per cent). There was evidence that those who did not 
own a computer felt disadvantaged and that students generally considered that ownership was 
important in allowing maximum benefit to be derived from ICT in support of learning. This suggested 
that, where ICT was a significant delivery mechanism, universities would need to devise means for 
supporting students from less advantaged backgrounds.  

2.0.11  Staff time.  From the staff perspective, the major concern was time for development and 
updating of ICT-based materials. Some universities were relatively generous in their arrangements for 
release of staff time, secondment of ‘champions’ or financial incentives to faculties or departments. 
But the issue arose of how far staff could be supported in these respects if the use of ICT became 
generalised. A further issue arose in respect of the relationship between face-to-face and on-line 
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tutoring and how the latter was integrated into staff timetables.  

2.0.12  Professional incentives.  The integration of ICT into learning and teaching also raised the 
question of the incentive (in terms of professional status) for staff to engage in such developments, 
depending upon the relative priority accorded to teaching and research in the institution. 

 

 Detailed findings 

 

Institutional Strategy as a main driver 
2.1  This study showed that in only four of the 12 universities was ICT both central to the learning and 
teaching strategy and perceived as a crucial driver of current subject level initiatives, although there 
may have been earlier subject initiatives. In these universities (all former PCFC institutions), resource 
and staff development strategies were a significant factor in the initiatives.   

2.2  The School of Mathematics at University E started its ICT development over 10 years ago. 
School strategy then focused on the use of computer-based mathematical and statistical tools to 
complement traditional teaching, encouraging students to think in a more exploratory way about 
Mathematics and exploiting the visualisation capabilities of the software to aid understanding. These 
developments were underpinned by a clear educational purpose, specific to the discipline, and not 
related to a wider strategy. More recent developments, however, had been much more directly driven 
by the University’s strategy. Underlying the strategy was a commitment to ‘address fundamental issues 

around learning’, with the revised strategy being ‘even more student centred’. The strategy appeared to 
address all 5 of HEFCE’s national priority areas, although particularly that relating to widening 
participation.  (See http://www.hefce.ac.uk/pubs/hefce/2001/0154.htm). 

2.3  The implementation of the virtual learning environment (VLE) was integral to the University’s 
learning and teaching strategy and the revised strategy coincided in time with its carefully handled, 
phased introduction of the VLE.  University E’s first learning and teaching strategic goal was: 

To improve the student experience of learning, teaching and assessment, whenever possible 
exploiting ICTs to do so. 

Staff stressed that the approach to implementing the VLE had been consensual rather than 
compulsory, with the emphasis on providing opportunities and support to staff. Each faculty had 
developed its own strategy in relation to the use of the VLE, but the final decision on whether to use 
the VLE had been left to module leaders.  

2.4  Interviewee E2 (the Director of the Educational Development Unit (EDU), responsible for the 
learning and teaching strategy and the VLE) noted that there was a happy coincidence in time 
between the University’s decision to implement a VLE and the availability of HEFCE capital funding. 
The most significant resource implication for the University was ensuring that the network and the VLE 
servers were sufficiently robust to carry the anticipated traffic. Since it was crucial for the credibility of 
the strategy that the system did not keep ‘falling over’, it was necessary to over-specify it in the first 
instance and this was a major investment. The purchase of the software was, although expensive, 
less significant in resource terms than the network. Related staffing costs were also significant.  

2.5  There had been large-scale investment in computers, with a combination of central and Faculty 
resources being provided; halls of residence were gradually being networked, and the hours of access 
to computing facilities during the working week had been extended to midnight. All the students 
interviewed had their own computers and University surveys showed a high rate of ownership.  
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However, Interviewee E2  was acutely aware of the problem of those who did not own a 
computer.(See Annex 2, Figure 1a and Table 1b). Staff felt that the ever-growing demand for 
computers was basically unresolvable. 

2.6  The University was aware of the impact on staff time of uploading materials on to the VLE, 
particularly at the start. Funding was available for materials development, but in practice most staff did 
this as part of their teaching preparation. Interviewee E1 (Principal Lecturer in Mathematics) 
emphasised that it was important to be realistic and to be prepared to make incremental 
improvements to the VLE modules, rather than trying to produce the perfect module at the first 
attempt, which would be too time-consuming.  

2.7  At University F, the Nursing Department’s initial development of the use of ICT, and its approach 
to this, was driven by a set of professional imperatives essentially distinct from the priorities of the 
institution as a whole. The contribution of ICT to the learning process was clearly still perceived by 
many of the teaching staff as secondary to the need to provide students with the ICT skills required in 
the workplace.  

2.8  A specific feature of the Nursing field provided an interim stage between the initial approach and 
recent developments in institutional strategy. This was the establishment of the NHS Workforce 
Development Confederations (WDC) and the consequent development by the institution of a web-
based resource to act as a bridge between academic study and clinical practice in the Trusts. 
Although in the early stages teaching materials were mounted on this resource, this was superseded 
by, firstly, the development of the institution’s web site and latterly by the VLE. Thus, in this field, there 
had been a gradual convergence between strategy linked to professional needs and the institution’s 
academic strategy, which included the following commitment: 

The University [will continue] particularly through the use of faculty ICT support staff to assist staff 
to make effective use of new technologies in teaching and learning. 

A key element of the strategy was the establishment of an educational development unit (EDU) to 
support departments in making best use of a wide range of approaches to teaching and learning, 
including the appropriate use of ICT, and encourage research activity relating to learning and teaching 
in higher education (HE). One of the objectives was to ‘change the culture of [the institution] with 

respect to the use of ICT in learning and teaching’.  

2.9  University F had benefited from funding from a number of sources. In Nursing specifically, the 
web-based project resulted from collaboration with the WDCs, funding was allocated first in 
September 2000 for the development of a pilot system, together with its evaluation and modification. A 
second year’s funding enabled the placing of teaching materials on the system. The EDU staff 
responsible for this initiative (Interviewee F4) were currently seeking an extension of the funding for a 
third year to adjust it further in the light of a number of ICT initiatives in the NHS, including the NHS 
University. 

2.10  At institutional level, the implementation of the Learning and Teaching and Information strategies 
was facilitated by 3 year funding from the HEFCE Report 01/16 (Rewarding and Developing Staff in 
HE). This enabled the University to establish a support team, with one learning technologist 
responsible for each faculty, one of whom acted as coordinator (Interviewee F3). The second 
significant development in support of the strategy was the establishment of the EDU, under a Director. 
This development was funded through Teaching Quality Enhancement Fund (TQEF) funding. As a 
result of these initiatives, websites had been created for most of the larger programmes to provide 
information and links to staff teaching/learning materials. Over 180 staff had been trained to publish 
materials on the student resources website and 120 of them had done so; and 37 VLE pilot modules, 



 

 
 
 

8 
 

involving a further 125 staff, had been set up. A small number of Nursing staff were amongst these 
(Interviewees F6 and 7). There had thus been a planned and progressive development, driven from 
the centre and facilitated by external funding.  

2.11  Teaching staff perceived very significant improvements in the number of computers and their 
specification, but Interviewees F1 and F2 (Head of Nursing and Lecturer in Nursing) acknowledged 
that, as a result of increasing use of ICT across the University, there was pressure on the computer 
laboratories for teaching. The great majority of students interviewed were dissatisfied with their access 
to computers (See Annex 2, Figure 2a and Table 2b). Even teaching sessions were reported as 
problematic, because of problems with the network or insufficient computers available due to 
maintenance problems. This was observed in two classes. Some students reported that, outside 
classes, they always used equipment at home.   

2.12  Although some staff in University F were less research-active, staff time was still seen as one of 
the main resource factors inhibiting development. In this case, the pressure was largely due to high 
teaching contact hours across a long teaching year (45 weeks) and large groups producing high 
marking loads. Interviewee F1, the Head of Department, stressed that staff did not have significant 
periods of non-teaching time when development could take place. 

2.13  The development and pedagogic use of ICT were also central to the strategic aims of University 
H, as part of an effective response to widening participation. Its aims referred to the ‘use of learning 

technology’, ‘a student-centred approach to learning’, ‘innovation in learning and teaching’ and the need 
for a ‘robust and resilient IT infrastructure and technical support’. The place of ICT was articulated in 
more detail throughout the strategy, in relation to the means of achieving the aims. Isolated local 
developments were not encouraged unless they fitted into the institution’s strategic thinking.  

2.14  Key elements in the strategy were: the establishment of an EDU; the secondment of teaching 
staff from Schools to form a task force for teaching, learning and assessment; and the appointment of 
key secondees, one or two from each school, as teaching fellows. The staff were seconded for 
between 20 and 60 per cent of their time, Teaching Fellows for 50 per cent of a Principal Lecturer 
grade, and were supported to champion and develop innovative subject-specific learning and teaching 
projects. ICT assumed a prominence in 1999-2000, with the institution’s decision to adopt a VLE, 
having piloted it from 1997-98. The teaching fellows operated across subjects within their school and 
were outside the management structure.   

2.15  Interviewees H1, H2 and H3 (teaching staff in International Relations (IR) and in Art and Design) 
all stressed the institution’s commitment to ICT developments in relation to learning and teaching, and 
its responsiveness to individual staff who expressed an interest in such developments. All recognised 
the institution’s commitment to widening participation, and the resultant diversity of student learning 
needs, as a factor in the promotion of ICT-based approaches.  

2.16  In University H, the major developments in ICT had been the result of its prioritisation and 
funding within the strategic objectives of the institution. Interviewee H1 (Senior Lecturer (SL) in IR and 
Teaching Fellow) reported a much improved situation with regard to resources:  

‘The University made a huge investment, with fantastic support from the EDU’ (Interviewee H1)  

In 2000-01, it had been difficult to promote ICT, because many staff did not have working computers. 
However, the Teaching Fellows reported the problems back to the centre and additional support was 
provided. The EDU was particularly helpful, providing space, facilities and expertise for staff 
development training and for the development of materials, such as web pages. As one interviewee 
commented: 



 

 
 
 

9 
 

‘The University was prepared to respond positively when staff encountered difficulties.’  

The institution had a good overall ratio of computers to students, at 1:6.5; the library-based facilities 
were open until midnight. There appeared to have been no serious difficulties in students getting 
access to computers while they were on campus. The students interviewed confirmed this position, 
although they did express the view that they needed to have a computer of their own to fully benefit 
from the availability of the VLE. Interviewee H3 (SL in Art and Design) identified problems for part-time 
students, particularly those with family responsibilities, who did not find it convenient to travel in to the 
institution to use computers. Staff in the School of Politics and IR, providing they pass a basic ICT 
competency test, could be provided with a high specification laptop computer, compatible with 
Internet-linked whiteboards that were to be fitted in all teaching rooms. Interviewee H1 regarded this 
as a major step forward and one that was likely to offer motivation for lecturers to further develop their 
interest and skills in ICT for learning and teaching.  

2.18  Interviewees H2 and H3 confirmed the value of the VLE and the invaluable technical support of 
the EDU. The simplicity of the VLE as a learning environment was cited as a further reason for their 
sustained engagement with their ICT projects.  

2.19  The development and pedagogic use of ICT was clearly trailed throughout University M’s new 
Learning, Teaching and Assessment Strategy. The implementation of the current Strategy would 
emphasise the embedding of the institution’s chosen VLE as a major tool to support the delivery of the 
strategic learning and teaching objectives. The strategic objectives highlighted ‘employability and 

enterprise, diverse learning needs and widening participation, innovation in learning, teaching and 

assessment and independent learning’.  A major influence on the institution’s strategy for ICT was its 
success in widening participation and recruiting internationally, resulting in a diverse student profile, 
with a large number of off-campus students.  

2.20  According to Interviewees M3, M4, M5 and M6, (SLs in Sciences) one successful part of the 
institution’s implementation strategy had been to provide agents of change within the academic 
Schools. These agents had included financial incentives, the appointment of staff champions in the 
form of Teaching Fellows, and a requirement for new staff to complete the postgraduate Certificate of 
Education HE (Cert EdHE).  

2.21  Interviewee M1 (Academic Development Co-ordinator) was clear that the institutional strategy 
had been a very important driver for the development of ICT, in part because money had been 
provided to support it. Funding had been made available for staff development, as well as resources. 
The institution had sought to avoid an ‘imposed’ approach, preferring to encourage staff enthusiasts 
within the academic Schools who had already shown an interest, although it was an institution 
requirement for every academic School to have all of their modules on the VLE by the end of 2002-03. 
This provided an institutional driver for all staff to engage with ICT developments, albeit at a threshold 
level. At minimum, the module descriptor was required to be available on the VLE; this requirement 
was intended, in part, to convince more staff that the use of the VLE did not demand a high level of IT 
expertise. Interviewee M1 commented: 

‘We need to get over the initial ‘hump’ of resistance and build up confidence.’  

However, the teaching staff interviewed (Interviewees M3-M6) were of the view that staff development 
opportunities would not have a widespread take up unless staff were given protected time, to free 
them from other contractual pressures.  

2.22  A feature of the institution’s approach to implementing the strategy at the subject level was the 
provision of financial incentives to Schools, with the intention of getting the Deans, as key middle 
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managers, directly involved.  In Science, this had led to the School moving forward with work on 
research methods, with a view to putting a generic research methods package on line. 

2.23  For University M, a crucial factor in the development of ICT was the receipt of substantial funds 
from the Joint Information Systems Committee (JISC) for ‘Project plus 2’, the purpose of which was to 
bring in a managed learning environment (MLE) and a virtual learning environment (VLE). The 
institution put in a large investment of time and money.  

2.24  The institution’s Information Services had shown themselves to be responsive to the needs of a 
diverse student intake, flexible learning and off-campus study. Computing facilities in the library were 
accessible 24-hours, seven days a week. Student use of computers was systematically monitored, 
and data showed a high level of late-night take up. Despite the institution’s heavy investment in its 
computing facilities, student feedback indicated concern about access to PCs. It also reflected student 
frustration about the set-up of many machines, which prevented them logging on to the sites they 
needed, and when the institution server went down.  These concerns related mainly to one campus, 
and were repeated by students during the interviews.  Interviewee M2 (SL in Biomedical Sciences) 
rated the institution provision of PCs as adequate for the needs of the immunology course. 
Nevertheless, it was clear that some students felt disadvantaged by not having access to their own 
computer at home. Student feedback indicated that many preferred to work from home, although, 
without broadband, they might encounter difficulties with accessing some of the learning materials. 
Students also expressed concern about the unhelpful working environment for computing facilities 
within the institution, particularly the closeness of machines and the number of machines occupied by 
students playing computer games and using email.    

 

Other major drivers 
2.25  In the other universities, the institutional learning and teaching strategy placed varying emphasis 
on ICT, but the strategy had not been the main catalyst for subject initiatives. In these cases, ICT 
initiatives had been largely driven by subject-level strategy, including perceived professional needs. 

2.26  Departmental learning and teaching strategy.  University G’s Learning and Teaching 
Strategy, which was commended in the QAA subject review report, had a substantial section devoted 
to learning through ICT. Interviewee G1 (Lecturer in Sports Science) was not familiar with the 
institutional strategy, but expressed the view that the major influence on Sports Science ICT 
development in general and her specific VLE initiative in particular had been the departmental 
Learning and Teaching Strategy. The Sports Science Department, and specifically the Head of 
Department (HoD), had an explicit commitment to the use of technology to promote and enhance 
independent learning:  

‘She (the HoD) was very clear …. she wanted us to make best use of the considerable resources we had in our 
teaching. I don’t think I would have pursued that line of enquiry nearly so vigorously if I had thought she was just 
a chalk-and-talk person’ .  

2.27  Strategic decision to install a VLE.  There had been no single formal university ICT initiative 
but Interviewee G1 identified a number of factors that provided the impetus for the ICT initiatives in 
Analytical Skills and Research Methods modules, including the institution’s strategic decision to install 
its VLE: 

‘There is a need for quite a big infrastructure to support things, including the institution-wide provision of a 
VLE. That means it needs a University decision and strategy to do this. We would still be getting out the 
acetates if it hadn’t have been for the commitment of the University. We couldn’t have done it without them’. 

The University was also committed to providing a high level of support for any individual member of 
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staff who expressed an interest. The responsiveness of the central EDU was highlighted as being of 
special importance.  

2.28  Access to specialist facilities.  Another driver was new teaching accommodation, which 
resulted in improved access to specialist ICT laboratories for teaching. Interviewee G1 regarded the 
physical resource implications of using ICT as substantial in her case. The nature of the teaching and 
the size of the student groups meant that she required two fully equipped ICT laboratories, each with 
30 computers, as well as the availability of media services support. Interviewee G1 recognised, 
however, that the teaching of some colleagues within the same Department was severely constrained 
by the lack of regular access to such specialist facilities. These staff were providing presentational 
software demonstrations within lectures, but students had no laboratory time to follow them up with 
supervised ICT practicals.      

2.29  Overall, the views of Interviewee G1 and the postgraduate students interviewed were that the 
institution had sufficient computing facilities, in general and specialist forms, for the needs of students. 
But both acknowledged specific problems with the system crashing at key times during the day. The 
main impact, therefore, was on taught laboratory sessions, rather than individual access. Interviewee 
G1 was unaware of any student complaints regarding access to computers within the institution. 

2.30  University L had a long record of encouraging the use of emerging technology in teaching and 
its Teaching and Learning Strategy made explicit reference to the development and use of ICT. 
Interviewee L1 (SL in Pharmacy) acknowledged the importance of the support of central institutional 
strategies, while indicating that the substantial development of ICT-related approaches to teaching 
and learning at the subject level had been achieved in synergy with them, rather than being driven by 
them.  

2.31  Research interests and professional factors.  The developments had taken place over 10 
years and had been driven by a number of forces, rather than a single initiative, including the research 
interests of individual staff. Other factors included changes in the area of professional practice, 
partnership links with commercial organisations and a successful consortium bid for Teaching and 
Learning Technology Programme (TLTP) funding, as outlined below.  

2.32  Teaching and Learning Technology Programme (TLTP).  In the early 1990s staff interests in 
ICT were focused on computer-aided learning (CAL) and that was the stimulus for developing ICT-
based learning and teaching materials, with financial support from the institution. These projects 
included CAL materials for three-dimensional aspects of chemistry, on-screen prescriptions and 
dealing with controlled drugs prescriptions. A Pharmacy consortium for CAL, comprising all of the 
Pharmacy Schools in the UK, was formed in 1995-96 as an outcome of the TLTP bid. The project, 
which included funding for the dissemination of the outcomes, produced a range of CAL packages 
from the participating Schools. Interviewee L1 was of the view that the consortium approach was 
successful because all of the Pharmacy Schools shared an indicative (professional) curriculum, 
originating from the Royal Pharmaceutical Society (RPS). The learning packages produced by 
consortium members were thus more easily shared than might have been the case in a subject area 
without common curricular content. During the period of the TLTP project, the School also produced 
computer-based learning packages on nutrition and molecular modelling, both in partnership with 
commercial companies.  The successful TLTP venture was also useful in establishing the consortium 
network, which still works as a useful vehicle for the updating and distribution of teaching materials. 
The Schools of Pharmacy pay an annual fee of £1,000 for membership of the consortium and 
provision of that service.   

2.33  Investment in technology.  In University L, Pharmacy had derived regular benefit from the 
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institution’s investment in technology developments, including its site licenses for relevant software 
and general ICT installations. The institution had site licenses for two virtual learning environments. 
The Information Services computer suites were distributed across the campus and provide students 
with 24-hour access to general computer suites. The School also had a large laboratory of dedicated 
computers to support its specialist activities, including a virtual dispensing package, with 60 networked 
PCs for undergraduate student use. These machines had been half-funded from central institution 
budgets. Interviewee L1 stressed the importance of ensuring that ICT packages were fully tested 
before being used with students. For this reason, much of the development money provided by the 
institution for the dispensing package was spent on ‘bug testing’ drawing on the support of postgraduate 
students and qualified pharmacists.   

2.34  Financial support.  Internally, the financial support of the institution, often in the form of small 
development grants, had been significant in the funding of specialist ICT materials. The support of the 
institution’s Information Services had also been important, including their part-funding of technical staff 
within the school. Interviewee L1 regarded the appointment of the Computing Officer and an 
experienced web author within the School as vital to the successful development of ICT initiatives, as 
well as the smooth operation of the School’s ICT facilities, for teaching and research purposes.  The 
reliability of equipment meant that technical support staff spent less time on maintenance and much 
more time training in the use of software.  

2.35  The School had invested heavily in ICT facilities, helped by substantial monies from central 
institution budgets, but also from School budgets. A significant concern for Interviewee L1 was how 
the investment might be sustained in the future. He was concerned that the School faced the need for 
a major upgrade of machines over the next two years and opined that this might prove difficult with a 
diminishing unit of resource and more ‘ring fenced’ budgets.  

2.36  Departmental learning and teaching strategy.  University A’s Learning and Teaching 
Strategy for 1999-2003 did not accord a significant role to ICT, its stated target being simply to 
improve awareness, using the annual conference to disseminate good practice. Its e-learning Strategy 
of 2002-2005, produced largely in response to ICT developments at other institutions, made clear that 
the Department of Archaeology was one of a small number of pockets of such good practice and 
expertise. Here, departmental initiatives were not influenced by any central policy, but the benefit to 
subject staff of the new ICT emphasis in the University’s strategy was seen to lie in raising the profile 
of learning and teaching developments: 

‘ Teaching and learning are often neglected at the expense [sic] of research, and at least when there are central 
initiatives it demonstrates to universities and Promotions Committees that this is an important area ...’ 
(Interviewee A1:  Senior Lecturer) 

The Department was, from 1997, a ‘pioneer user’ of a student intranet designed in-house to deliver 
information such as student handbook information, timetabling and so forth.  It was also a member of 
a TLTP consortium. Both initiatives predate by some years any strategic emphasis on ICT at 
University level. Although no formal departmental learning and teaching strategy exists, the initial 
impetus for the Department’s ICT developments was the belief that teaching with computers (in 
addition to teaching about archaeological computer applications) would have beneficial side-effects, 
such as encouraging students to use the web (intranet and Internet) as an information source and 
developing ICT skills in general.  

2.37  External funding.  Archaeology at University A had benefited from both external funding 
(Computers in Teaching (CTI), TLTP and JISC 5/99) and, more recently, internal Teaching 
Development and Innovation (TDI) funding. The CTI-funded project was an innovatory excavation 
simulation package, which Interviewee A1 considered to have been an example of real teaching 
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enhancement through ICT. But changes to the University’s network and computing systems meant 
that the benefits of the program were eventually outweighed by the number of times when it crashed. 
Significant investment would have been needed to enable it to run on the new system, but funding for 
this purpose was not available. 

2.38  Problem underlying TLTP projects.  As part of a TLTP Consortium, departmental staff 
produced two modules which, along with the other consortium modules, were available on the intranet. 
Some of these were referenced in the module web pages, but Interviewee A1 emphasised that they 
were not integrated into the curriculum or teaching programme but treated as supplementary or 
revision material. Even the two modules developed in-house were actively used only for about three or 
four years, until the member of staff involved in their production left the University. Although the 
material was still correct and current, it was no longer directly relevant to the way in which the module 
was delivered. Interviewee A1 saw a common problem underlying all CTI and TLTP projects: 

‘the lack of infrastructure support for them once their funding ends [...] It’s not just the production of the 
materials, it’s the time to factor in to see how they could be integrated into your own curriculum. …One of the 
obstacles to introducing CAL is always the ‘it’s not invented here’ syndrome … You don’t want to adopt 
someone else’s computer-based lecture course lock, stock and barrel, but there might be some bits of it that you 
would pull out and use.’ 

2.39  Staff time.  However, no member of staff had found the time, given the other (research) 
pressures, to devote to locating relevant parts of the TLTP materials to use, and the Department had 
been unsuccessful in a bid to the TDI fund to employ a research assistant for three months to do this 
work. This area of the ICT initiative, more central to learning and teaching than the intranet handbook, 
had consequently not developed any further. Interviewee A1 did not consider that ICT development 
had been hindered by physical resource considerations. The main limitation was staff time: 

‘ if we had more time we might develop our web pages and make more use of up-dating and developing 
computer-based tutorials.’ 

From the student perspective, there were no major problems with access to computers other than the 
limited number in the main campus library (reportedly only in the region of a dozen) and the variability 
of provision in student residences (See Annex 2, Table 3). This and other local problems were due to 
be addressed shortly.   

2.40  Staff research.  At University D, the Department of Educational Studies’ teaching, learning and 
assessment strategy stated that its aims were informed by the University’s Learning and Teaching 
Strategy (2000), which, like the 2002 up-date, contained a commitment to ‘develop effective forms of 

learning through the use of ICT.’ However, the ICT developments in the Department pre-dated the 
publication of the University’s strategy, being the product of the research of two members of the 
Department in the field of e-learning. As was consistent with both University and Department policies, 
there was a close relationship between this research and course development.  

2.41 Indeed, in this case, the Department may have influenced University strategy, through the 
involvement of the Pro-Vice Chancellor for learning and teaching as Chair of the Steering Committee 
for the Department’s TLTP3 project on e-learning. As the authors of the final project report state: 

By seeking to work alongside others in the University and by raising the profile of e-learning, the Project has 
clearly played a part in raising awareness and clarifying [...] the potential for innovation, in line with the 
University’s mission. There has been synergy between the aims of the Project and leading stakeholders in the 
University responsible for implementing change and development... 

Part of the Department’s strategy for supporting ICT development at University D was to try to have 
some research funding at all times, since this served to support both research and teaching. The key 
members of staff involved in e-learning research had been successful in gaining funding from both 
external sources (including TLTP3 and the European Union EQUEL Project) and internal university 
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sources (the Learning and Teaching Development Fund). The various projects focused on both 
practice (starting with the development, piloting and evaluation of a VLE template for use in a number 
of the Department’s distance-learning programmes) and theoretical understanding of the implications 
of using the VLE for teaching and learning.  

2.42  Problems of contact hours and incentives.  Taken overall, they also had a staff development 
emphasis directed initially within the Department, but also more widely across the University. 
Nevertheless, the project’s authors highlighted the same problem pointed out by staff interviewed at 
other universities in our sample, namely ‘the lack of incentives for academics to develop new and innovatory 

[teaching] practice’. Another perceived issue, if e-learning was not carefully designed and managed, was 
the danger that on-line tutoring was seen as an extra element which could be done in addition to 
normal contact hours. It was seen as essential that e-teaching should be timetabled in the same way 
as face-to-face teaching. 

2.43  Technical support.  The other major resource issue for Education staff was technical support, 
which they saw as absolutely essential.  Although the VLE was designed to permit academics to 
design their own courses, Interviewee D1 (SL in Education) was categorical that this was not feasible 
or reasonable. The e-learning project employed a technician so that a number of Department staff 
could draw on his support. Given that the programme involved was by distance learning, students 
provided their own equipment. However, students (by interview and questionnaire) stressed the 
importance of the technical assistance they received at a distance. 

2.44  University J had a published strategy for the use of ICT in teaching and learning. This included 
the development of ICT infrastructures; support for the deployment of new technologies in teaching 
and learning; and staff development to support the use of new technologies in learning and teaching. 
Interviewee J2 (Director of Undergraduate Studies, Economics) was clear that the institutional strategy 
had provided a supportive framework that had encouraged the Department in its ICT development, but 
it had not been a direct driver. Nor had there been a specific ICT initiative, academic or financial. 

2.45  Change in the staffing profile.  At the subject level, Interviewee J2 indicated that the most 
significant factor had probably been a major change in the staffing profile over a five-year period, 
largely as a result of retirements. All but one of the posts had been filled by younger staff, including a 
core group of enthusiasts for using more ICT in the delivery of the programme. Other influences had 
been the feedback from professional sources, in particular from the annual meetings of an influential 
employers’ forum. For example, the identified professional need for students to search and interrogate 
up-to-date economic/financial data was closely linked to the means of delivery, through packages that 
provide students with the learning materials to enable or facilitate that interrogation.  

2.46  User-friendly VLE.  The institution had a VLE that was a customised version of a commercially 
available system. The availability and ease-of-use of the web-based learning environment were cited 
by Interviewees J1 (Teaching Associate, Economics) and J2 as a significant factor in its acceptance 
by academic staff and the development of ICT-based approaches to learning and teaching within the 
Department.   

‘Most of the things we have introduced have been simple, even for the most computer-illiterate staff to use; that is 
very important.’ 

Interviewee J2 was not aware of any external resource initiative for the development of ICT in support 
of learning and teaching. The development and implementation of the VLE system, along with the 
extensive support arrangements, were major strategic decisions for the institution. The Department 
had worked with the University IT Services to customise the commercial VLE system. Interviewee J1 
indicated that this bespoke element had contributed to its relevance for the Department.  
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2.47  Staff time.  The main additional cost had been in staff time, development time having been 
substantial for some staff, despite the simplicity of the system. The cost of commercial packages was 
considerable: one incurred a cost of over £10,000 annually, but was a key resource for many 
dissertations and also important in ensuring currency in the curriculum. This and various site licenses 
were seen as an integral part of students’ learning and professional preparation.   

2.48  While University B’s new Learning and Teaching Strategy contains a significant emphasis on 
pedagogy, reference to the development of ICT was limited to the proposed production of a guide to 
good practice in using ICT to support learning. The Faculty’s strategy in relation to support for learning 
(covering Medicine, Dentistry, Nursing and Pharmacy) focused on factors affecting student 
progression. It raised the possibility of allowing staff one month per year for professional development, 
which could involve, amongst other activities, ‘teaching support’, but it contained no explicit reference 
to ICT.  

2.49  Providing a core of agreed factual material.  It was Faculty policy for students in all subjects 
to learn to use ICT, through a dedicated course running through the first two, pre-clinical years. But 
Dentistry’s use of ICT in teaching and learning was unrelated to any central or Faculty policy, deriving 
instead from an individual perception on the part of Dentistry staff that this was a more appropriate 
means of delivery. The development was, however, facilitated by a Faculty decision to convert a 
lecture theatre into a Learning Resource Centre, so that some material previously delivered through 
lectures was now delivered through tailor-made CAL packages. At subject level, the major driver of 
ICT development had been to ensure that, with an increased amount of small group, problem-based 
learning (PBL) work, delivered by a number of tutors, a basic core of agreed factual material was 
delivered to students. 

2.50  The University’s strategy document listed a number of funds which provided grants for new 
developments (over £400,000 annually). But the perceived bureaucracy and the time involved in 
applying for central funds to release staff time for materials development were seen by Interviewee B1 
(Senior Lecturer in Dentistry) and his colleagues as unnecessary and disproportionate to the value. 
Tailor-made teaching materials had therefore been developed as part of normal teaching preparation.  
Interviewee B1 had also produced on his own initiative, but with help from the Computing Services, a 
computer-based assessment program, which marked the test and returns the mark to students 
immediately, with basic feedback on errors.   

2.51  Low-tech solutions.  Staff had opted for a low-tech solution independent of the University 
platform. The method used standard presentational software delivered through both the intranet and 
CDs. More sophisticated tools were rejected as too time-consuming at the production stage and 
inflexible in relation to the need to keep materials up to date. A small amount of funding (a few 
hundred pounds) was negotiated with a medical defence union to pay for the production of CDs for 
students to take home.  

2.52  Staff time.  In terms of physical resources, Interviewee B1 had few complaints: there were 
sufficient machines for student use and they were modern, with additional facilities such as a high 
quality flatbed scanner and slide scanner. Students were also satisfied with computing resources and 
access to them. (See Annex 2, Table 2). Staff time was the main issue raised: materials were being 
produced in staff’s own time, in addition to the normal teaching, administration and research load.  

2.53  School approach to university priorities.  ICT did not figure explicitly in the revised goals of 
University C’s Strategy, which referred more broadly to ‘giving appropriate emphasis to student-centred 

and flexible learning’. The enhancement of student learning through ICT was included amongst the 
activities designed to achieve the wider goals, along with the development of appropriate web-based 
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learning to support other delivery methods and the extension of existing staff development provision to 
widen the understanding of the needs of new learners, including web-based teaching packages. This 
strategy, however, post-dated ICT developments in the Classics Department, where a more significant 
influence on subject developments was the impact of the School approach to University priorities. 
Interviewee C1 (Lecturer in Classics) felt that some developments had been influenced by the 
School’s learning and teaching strategy, but less in terms of teaching than of administrative support. 
With regard to use of ICT in teaching and learning, individual members of Classics staff had realised 
the benefits of using ICT and had developed expertise on their own initiative. 

2.54  Impact of RAE.  At School level, Interviewee C2 , the Head of Department (HoD), perceived a 
different approach between the School to which Classics previously belonged, where the Director of 
Learning and Teaching encouraged ICT developments, and the new School, where ICT was left to 
individual initiative. Here, the major emphasis was on the Research Assessment Exercise (RAE) and 
staff were under pressure to publish and to obtain research grants. Despite the University’s strategy 
commitment to ‘enhance the status of learning and teaching as a career route’, he was not optimistic 
about the School providing funding to release staff to develop learning and teaching.   

2.55  Low-tech approach.  Interviewee C1  was aware that grants were available from the Learning 
Development Unit to give ‘an hour or two of teaching relief for a semester’, where a member of staff was 
developing a new resource. But Classics staff developments had been in their own time, as a result of 
thinking of more interesting ways to deliver their courses. Since the developments had been 
deliberately low-tech, delivered through self-designed web pages, rather than through the University’s 
chosen VLE platform, which had been found too cumbersome, larger scale investment had clearly not 
been seen as required or relevant. 

2.56  Digital divide issues.  The year 3 students interviewed reported that the provision of computers 
had improved enormously during their time at the University, so that the provision of fast, up-to-date 
machines was now plentiful and access good. (See Annex 2, Table 2.) Interviewee C1 considered 
that, for current needs, the provision was good and problems minor. However, although the halls of 
residence were now networked (See Annex 2, Table 3), an increasing proportion of students lived at 
home, where they might not have Internet access, which raised concerns about a widening digital 
divide. 

2.57  Staff time.  Here again, the main problem was felt to be one of staff time to devote to expanding 
ICT use, so that lectures could be reduced in number and refocused. As noted above, the HoD was 
not optimistic that funding would be made available at School level for this purpose. 

2.58  Employment skills need.  At University K, the subject-level ICT initiative had been developed 
quite independently of the institutional strategy. The role of the institution had been to fund a research 
fellowship for Interviewee K1, provide a supportive environment and assist with important 
administrative services, particularly in respect of bids for external funding. The  Art and Design project 
was a flexible distance learning course to develop practical animation skills. Interviewee K1 described 
the main drivers for the initiative as being a perceived skills need, shared by the academic subject 
community and the industries that employ graduates, and the drive and enthusiasm of a small group 
of staff.  He described the skills need as reflecting a tension between an academic priority of 
encouraging student creativity and the wish of employers to have graduates who could hit the ground 
running, with a set of developed high-level practical skills.  

2.59  External funding.  The development of the project had involved a small team of four staff and 
been funded by a European Social Fund ( ESF) grant, which had met the development costs, but the 
intention was that the course would have to pay for itself when fully functional. The ‘matched’ funding, 
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required by the ESF, had been largely achieved through the goodwill support of companies and 
individuals contributing to the project. The intention was that individual students would enrol for the 
distance learning course, but also that HE institutions would purchase the CD- ROM as a timesaving 
and updateable learning and teaching resource.  
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3. Main characteristics and impact of ICT initiatives    
 
Emerging themes 
 
This section synthesises the main issues which have emerged from the more detailed 
descriptions outlined in section 3.1 onwards.  

 

3.0.1  Use of VLEs.  The use of ICT was varied across the 12 universities and the subject initiatives 
included in the study. In the six universities where the initiatives made substantial use of a web-based 
virtual learning environment (VLE), this had clearly been a positive influence on the extent and nature 
of the ICT developments. Here, staff interviewees made frequent reference to the simplicity of the 
web-based platforms as an important factor in their adjustment, and that of their students, to using 
new technology in learning and teaching. A VLE seemed to encourage a more mixed range of learning 
and communication activities within the subject areas, as well as a more interactive use of the 
technology.    

3.0.2 Staff choice.  In all of the institutions in the sample, academic staff had considerable choice in 
how, and indeed if, they wished to develop ICT as part of their teaching. This was a realistic approach 
and one that was appreciated by individual lecturers; but the interviews revealed that the 
inconsistencies it generated could create frustration for students. All of the staff who were interviewed 
had made a commitment to ICT, although its influence on the learning and teaching process ranged 
from the provision of lecture notes in support of conventional teaching, through the use of packages to 
describe scientific phenomena or demonstrate processes, to the delivery of a course wholly or largely 
through a blended set of interactive learning materials. In almost all of the universities, core 
information, about courses or taught topics, was being posted and accessed electronically. In nine 
universities, online or CD-ROM packages were being used to demonstrate professionally relevant 
techniques or processes. The more ambitious teaching of courses through ICT was evident in some of 
the universities with a VLE, where students were given simultaneous access to different information 
and resources, and the opportunity to use the technology to deploy these in relation to their particular 
learning needs. A clear message from students was that they appreciated having ready electronic 
access to information about their courses; the choice was important to them and even limited 
information was preferred to none.  

3.0.3 Pedagogy, not technology.  While there were significant differences in the activities within the 
universities, in the extent and sophistication of the initiatives, there were clear messages arising from 
the different experiences. Across the different subjects and universities, there was a strong perception 
amongst those who were leading successful ICT initiatives that developments needed to be driven by 
pedagogy, not the technology.  

3.0.4 Flexibility.  This was one of the characteristics of ICT-based approaches that was most valued 
by students and lecturers. The provision of electronic learning materials enables students to work at 
their own pace, in their own time and chosen location. The flexibility was important in allowing 
students to plan or manage their own learning. It seemed to take on an added dimension in those 
institutions with a more diverse recruitment profile, for example as a result of a particular commitment 
to widening participation, employability or disability. In universities H and M, the flexibility of ICT 
approaches had been found to be effective in supporting flexible and part-time patterns of study, as 
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well as those students who were under pressure because of the need to take on employment to 
support their studies. In both universities, staff also suggested that students with learning difficulties, 
and those with disabilities, benefited from a web-based approach. Students were said to feel more 
confident in what they perceived as a safe learning environment, without the pressures from peers and 
staff of some conventional group learning situations. In five universities, there was evidence that ICT 
approaches were helpful for teaching complex or traditionally ‘dry’ subjects.    

3.0.5 Interactivity.  The interactive nature of ICT was identified as a valued aid to learning, although 
this facility had yet to be fully exploited. Students appreciated the active participation, whether in 
exercises or the manipulation of material on screen.  

3.0.6 Independent learning and access to information.  The evidence from all of the 12 
universities included, explicitly or implicitly, a recognition of the value of ICT in promoting independent 
learning. An important factor in this was the immediate access that students had to a vast range of up-
to-date materials, including electronic journals, through the Internet. Students completing the 
questionnaire, issued as part of the study, rated access to information as the most important use of 
ICT; 69 per cent of the 402 returns rated it most important, and 87 per cent rated it either most or 
second most important. Staff also judged this to have been one of the most significant changes to 
learning and teaching brought about by the use of new technology. Given the importance attached to 
the use of ICT for accessing information, it was perhaps surprising that few universities appeared to 
have included structured tuition for students on how to make effective use of the Internet for 
information searches in the subject area.  

3.0.7  Monitoring student progress.  Lecturing staff were quite clear that using ICT approaches in 
the learning and teaching process was not an easy option, nor did it reduce their workload. However, it 
has led to shifts in the balance of the methods and activities they deployed. The facility, with VLEs, to 
monitor student online activity, by group and individually, had enabled staff to intervene and advise 
individual students or introduce extra support, through teaching sessions for the group. The perception 
of some lecturers was that they were spending more time in contact with individual students, usually 
through electronic communication. Tutorials, whether online or face-to-face, had become more 
important and they were seen as more effective, because the online monitoring leads to more careful 
preparation and a more focused agenda.  

3.0.8 Email.  In nearly all of the universities, there had been a transformation in internal 
communication, with and between students, as a result of email. One of the interviewees described 
the change thus: ‘virtually all routine communication is through email.’ The tendency for electronic 
communication to replace face-to-face contact, particularly in teaching larger cohorts, may have also 
had disadvantages in the loss of an integrated academic and pastoral relationship between students 
and staff.      

3.0.9  A complementary approach.  The prevailing view of lecturing staff was that ICT approaches to 
learning and teaching, were, or should be, complementary to more conventional ones. Students also 
seemed to appreciate a varied learning and teaching diet. However, it was clear that in some teaching 
activities, within the developments included in the study, ICT approaches were replacing more 
traditional ones. This was evident in the increased use of online tutorials and the replacement of some 
core lectures.    

3.0.10  Two views of learning.  A somewhat unexpected theme which emerged from the universities 
was the dichotomy between perceptions of learning as a private, individual activity and learning as a 
shared enterprise. Implementation of the latter was not necessarily linked to use of ICT, but group 
interaction and shared learning amongst members of a student group featured prominently in subject 
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ICT developments in eight of the universities.   

3.0.11  Teaching improvements.  Among those staff who had made a serious commitment to using 
ICT there was a clear view that this had contributed to improvements in some areas of their teaching. 
The most often cited improvement was in the level and quality of preparation, usually linked to the fact 
that they had produced a set of high quality materials. Once prepared, the materials could be easily 
updated and revised to suit the needs of different courses or student groups. Lectures and other 
presentations were felt to have been more dynamic and varied, whether through the simple use of 
presentational software or a multimedia web-linked event. The posting of lecture notes for students to 
read in advance, had, in the view of at least six of the staff interviewed, given them freedom to 
concentrate on important concepts or issues within the content. The evidence suggested that this did 
not reduce student attendance at lectures, but allowed them to come better informed and, because 
they were freed from note taking, be more engaged.  

3.0.12  Changes in student attitudes.  The academic staff interviewed found it difficult to identify 
where the introduction of ICT may have led to improvements in students’ learning or academic 
performance. This was, in part, because of the limited internal evaluation that had been undertaken, 
but also because the development of ICT initiatives had taken place alongside a plethora of other 
changes in higher education institutions. However, there had been some observed changes in student 
attitudes, as well as a little quantitative evidence of enhancement. One observed change was that 
students were more participative in ICT-based learning activities, while an increase in personal 
esteem was cited by four staff interviewees, particularly in relation to less confident students and those 
with learning difficulties. The process of developing web-based communication skills, for individual 
learning and for communication with others, was seen itself as making a contribution to the 
transferable and employment-related skills of students. This was exemplified in the higher standard of 
presentation of coursework and in the acquisition of the competencies needed for effective electronic 
communication, in individual and group folder situations. A year 1 student in university E made a 
perceptive comment about a further important characteristic of ICT for students learning, that the 
students learn to teach themselves.   

3.0.13  Quantifiable improvement.  In a few areas, there was more quantifiable evidence of 
improved student achievement. While the use of an ICT element cannot be wholly isolated from other 
factors, it was difficult to avoid the conclusion that the changed approaches to learning and teaching 
had made some contribution to improved module assessments in universities B, E, G, J and M. This 
suggested that ICT may have had particular benefit when applied to specific types of learning 
situation.  

3.0.14  Learning to use ICT effectively.  The study identified a number of difficulties and issues that 
have significance beyond the individual subject initiatives. While there was evidence that students 
need to be taught how to take proper advantage of ICT approaches to learning, it was only clear that 
the matter was being addressed formally in three universities. Similarly, to make full and effective use 
of ICT, whether for learning or communication, students need to be taught appropriate rules, 
responsibilities and protocols. Again, there was little evidence that this was being attended to across 
the universities in the sample.   

3.0.15  A potential barrier to expansion.  There was a perception amongst some university staff that 
ICT approaches were better suited to scientific and technological disciplines. This was a potential 
barrier to expansion. The evidence from this study suggested that while take up amongst staff in the 
arts and humanities was amongst the lowest, these subjects were as likely to generate innovative 
approaches through their use of new technology as any others.  
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3.0.16  Online assessment.  Within the sample universities, the use of ICT-based assessment was 
recognised as complex. Subjects in six of the universities made use of online assessment in some 
form; in all but two, the assessments were formative, and included the self-assessment tests that are 
aided by the VLE systems. Where self-assessment tests were used, students appreciate the 
immediacy of the corrections, marks and feedback they receive. However, the nature of the tests was 
deemed by staff to be more suited to factual subject matter than to subjects requiring a narrative 
response. Web-based summative assessment was not currently widespread, but had been used with 
success in universities H and L. In both cases, the assessments had involved extensive development 
and testing, to ensure a robust outcome. The evidence pointed to the need for further development 
work to consider the implications of online assessment.   

 

Detailed findings 
 

3.1  General ICT skills.  The initiatives covered within the 12 universities embraced a range of 
approaches, with some distinctive local characteristics. The study also showed that some non-subject 
specific uses of ICT have had a widespread impact on the learning and teaching process, and on 
communication within the subject areas visited. It was clear that major importance was attached to the 
acquisition of general ICT skills; these skills were valued in their own right as part of the package of 
employment and transferable skills needed by graduates, as well as the means by which students 
were enabled to take full advantage of e-learning opportunities. ICT skills had definitely contributed to 
an improvement in the presentation of coursework; virtually all written work was word processed, 
statistical analysis was presented as spreadsheets and oral presentations were often supported by 
presentational software slides.  

3.2  Email.  Another recurring theme of the study was the way that email had transformed routine 
communication, being used for virtually all routine questions and requests, and for posting most 
course-related information to students. Frequently, the communication between students was 
facilitated by the setting up of email folders for use by module groups. The provision of factual core 
course or module information via the web was rapidly becoming the norm. However, the quality of 
module web sites currently available varied widely.  

3.3  Access to information.  Perhaps the most significant development for subject teaching had been 
the increased access to a wealth of electronic information, including e-journals. The immediate access 
to such information was regularly cited by staff and students as having had a major influence on 
students’ approach to learning. Other characteristics of the individual initiatives were dealt with in the 
following paragraphs.    

3.4  Departmental variability.  At University A, staff and students shared the conviction that certain 
ICT applications were essential for research or employment in Archaeology, and this was the starting 
point for computer use in the Department.  Although Interviewee A1 (Senior Lecturer) saw ICT as 
enhancing the student learning experience by ‘making it more interactive’, it was not clear that much use 
had been made of the interactive capabilities of the medium, other than the rather marginal use of the 
TLTP packages. The most complete module web sites included, for example, week by week lecture 
programmes with staged reading lists, including detailed comment and guidance on the texts 
recommended, links to useful websites, hotlinks to recently produced research papers, or detailed 
instructions for each seminar. Some other sites were virtually empty. The Department had never 
attempted to impose editorial consistency, leaving staff to use the site according to their individual 
teaching style. It would seem that this approach had drawbacks from the student point of view and 
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failed to make the most of the medium.  

3.5  Provision of lecture notes.  Views about the provision of lecture notes on the module web pages 
were mixed. Staff were generally opposed to providing the full lecture text, arguing that the delivery of 
a lecture was more than just its content. However, some second year students felt that full lecture 
notes provided before the lecture enabled students to prepare and to produce better notes through 
annotations on the text, and allowed them to focus better on the additional input from the lecturer. The 
‘old school’ staff were seen as giving less structured lectures and preferring students to sit and write. 
This seemed to suggest that little thought had been given at departmental level to the function of 
lectures and to the alternative ways of using them in order to exploit systematically the opportunities 
provided by ICT. 

3.6  Student attitudes to the use of the Internet. These were mixed, with enthusiasm for it 
increasing over the years. First and second year students seemed to have received little guidance in 
finding archaeological web sites and expressed frustration at the time spent ‘casting about’ in an 
unstructured way to find useful sources for themselves if they could. Few staff were reported to have a 
policy of providing web links or addresses on their module pages alongside reading lists. Final year 
and postgraduate students were much more confident in their use of the Internet, and reported that 
there was a useful interaction between use of the Internet and the Library.  

3.7  ICT and group work.  Perhaps the most innovative and sophisticated use of ICT in 
Archaeology’s learning and teaching was the now abandoned excavation simulation package, which 
allowed students to experiment on a virtual site. One of the more interesting features of this was 
something apparently lacking elsewhere in the department’s use of ICT, namely the integration of 
group work, especially team decision-making about the strategy to be adopted in excavating the site. 
Packages were under development to address the problem of having to repeat practical 
demonstration sessions with small student groups.  

3.8  Transparency.  An unanticipated and unintentional side effect of the intranet had been on the 
staff side. There was reportedly now much greater transparency about what was being taught, in 
contrast to more traditional environments, where what was taught was a matter between a tutor and 
the students. 

‘It’s easy for me to see what’s being taught in that particular module and is it 
going to overlap with what I’m doing, what will the students already have covered, and therefore an openness 
which, to be honest, probably does have a good management side’. (Interviewee A1) 

This was a reflection of the relatively individualistic approach to teaching within this ‘old’ university.  

3.9  Unexploited potential of ICT.  Interviewee A1 considered that ICT was supporting student 
independence, because, in place of handouts, students were encouraged to use the intranet as a 
resource and from there to go on to the Internet, as a supplement to the Library. He also thought that 
students’ time management was improved because all the seminar arrangements (topics, groups) 
were posted from the start of term. While student attitudes to the Internet were mixed, year 3 students 
interpreted the lack of direct support in its use as encouragement to be independent.  However, in no 
year did students think that their seminar preparation and organisation were improved by the Intranet. 
Indeed, a year 1 mature student, who had experience of working in industry, commented very 
negatively on his fellow students’ attitude to team work: he perceived them as treating study as a 
private activity in which the notion of cooperation with others did not occur. (This provided an 
interesting parallel to the staff perception about teaching as a private activity.) He was quite critical of 
the failure to exploit the potential of ICT for learning and particularly group learning through seminars. 
Here again, there would seem to have been a failure to capitalise on the potential of ICT to support 
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learning, not just of content, but of key skills also.  

3.10  Flexibility.  Across the year groups, there was no perception that learning or attitudes to 
learning were influenced by the availability of ICT. One student articulated the view that independent 
work was in any case the nature of degree level study, regardless of ICT. However, all appreciated the 
flexibility afforded by ICT. This was particularly strongly expressed by mature students, including 
postgraduates. 

3.11  Reinforcement of knowledge.  In Dentistry at University B, the major emphasis was on the 
use of ICT for the acquisition and reinforcement of knowledge, and practical applications. The main 
function of the computer-aided learning (CAL) developments, especially in year 3, was the provision of 
core information, which had been divided into ‘bite-size pieces’ in the CAL packages; but combining 
this with problem-based learning (PBL) was seen as developing greater understanding of the topics. 
Interestingly, three of the CAL packages were produced, under supervision, as undergraduate or 
postgraduate projects.  

A planned development related to preparing students for their final viva, where students had to 
produce a treatment plan. Staff were planning a self-help CAL package to simulate a viva. The 
programme would include an approved in-house treatment plan: 

‘So if they see their plan is totally out of line, they’ll write down our treatment plan and then we know they’ll 
regurgitate that rather than come up with something off the wall.’ (Interviewee B1- Senior Lecturer) 

The approach to the learning and teaching process within Dentistry was thus very instrumental and 
driven by the examination process and professional requirements. 

3.12  Demonstration facility.  Dentistry staff already employed the type of practical teaching package 
being developed by Archaeology at University A. In areas which were ‘technique-rich’, it could be difficult 
to ensure that all students could see clearly what was being demonstrated. In Orthodontics and 
Restorative Dentistry, techniques had been videoed and these videos had been embedded in CAL 
packages. This enabled students to revisit the demonstration as often as necessary until they had 
understood the technique. 

3.13  Learning gains.  There was some limited evidence to support Interviewee B1 ’s impression that 
students acquired more knowledge more quickly with CAL. Staff conducted an experiment to test 
knowledge acquisition, using a control group with no access to the CAL packages. The CAL group 
performed a little better than the other group; but the main advantage was seen in the CAL group 
being able to revisit the learning materials in the light of the test results. 

3.14  Currency, specificity and flexibility. The students interviewed valued CAL as a means of 
reinforcing the content of lectures and seminars. In the first two years, lectures were available on the 
intranet for revision purposes. They also made the point that staff ensured that the CAL packages 
were up to date, whereas textbooks do not always reflect the most recent knowledge. They also 
valued access to electronic journals for the same reasons of currency. Guidance on use of the Internet 
was provided as part of the first year in-house IT course. The approach of the year 3 students mirrored 
that of staff in being very instrumental: they liked using the CAL packages because these related 
directly to the seminar topics, whereas research in books would take longer and ‘we’d all come up with 

different things’. Overall, there was a shared perceived benefit: flexible access to materials to suit a 
student’s own study pattern. 

3.15  Transferable skills.  The approach adopted in Classics at University C had taken much greater 
advantage of the interactive opportunities offered by the medium. It was organised around group 
projects, which were put on the intranet for other groups to read and formally evaluate, in terms of 
both content and presentation. Students developed their IT and communication skills through web-
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page design and the incorporation of hyperlinks making pathways through a body of source materials, 
and their group work skills through the projects and associated seminars. 

3.16  Guided gateways to the Internet.  The notice-board/handbook function was seen by staff as 
important but was not perceived by students as being central. Three staff currently provided well-
developed module pages, in some cases including articles or primary texts. Interviewee C1 (Lecturer 
in Classics) saw the provision of ‘guided gateways to the Internet’ as very important, enabling students to 
move forward independently from the information provided by staff to other sites providing different 
kinds of resources. Here again, the Internet was used in conjunction with the library, although 
Interviewee C1 thought that one possible negative side effect was that students might not be as expert 
in library use as they used to be.  

3.17  Teaching as a shared enterprise.  Interviewee C1 perceived ICT as engendering a different 
type of relationship between staff and students, and consequently affecting both teaching and learning 
in a positive manner. His perception was that students learnt that they could define their own agenda, 
so that they were less inclined to assume that the starting point in a new area was some sort of 
received opinion defined by someone else (the teacher). He felt that the way ICT was used in year 1 
created a sense of community, where staff were not the wardens of knowledge, but staff and students 
were trying to make sense of things simultaneously.  

 ‘Teaching in this way makes learning a shared enterprise.’ 

3.18  Changing the function of lectures.  Most staff did not put their lecture notes on the intranet, 
but Interviewee C1 had adopted a policy of placing core information previously delivered through 
lectures on the web, in order to enable lectures to have a different function and to ‘create a more effective 

and interesting learning experience’. Here again, individual teaching style dictated how ICT was used, rather 
than any agreed departmental approach to the best ways of exploiting the technology. 

3.19  Group learning.  Students were not able to articulate the impact of ICT upon their learning. 
However, both year 1 students (observed in a seminar, with brief discussion afterwards) and year 3 
students (interviewed) had clearly absorbed the cooperative ethos underlying the group projects and 
reflected on some of the difficulties of working in teams and evaluating other students’ work. All shared 
the basic perception of the benefits of ICT as being accessible at any time from any place. 

3.20  Cooperative learning.  Perhaps unsurprisingly, the substantial changes in students’ approach 
to learning were most clearly articulated by Education staff at University D. The major attitude shift 
related to the educational culture in which most participants had grown up, which was an individual 
culture. Interviewee D1 ’s perception coincided with the situation seen at University A: that, in 
traditional education, there was much more interaction between the tutor and individual students than 
there was between the students, that there was very little peer to peer interaction, even at 
postgraduate level. In the MEd in E-learning, collaborative and cooperative learning featured strongly, 
but some students were very resistant to having to work in a group and slower to appreciate the 
resources that could be drawn from working in a group.  

‘The biggest attitudinal shift towards learning consists of realising that helping somebody else will probably 
mean that you gain too, that contributing four annotated references to a collective bibliography will give you 
back 100 annotated references that you can all share.’ (Interviewee D1 Senior Lecturer and researcher) 

The MEd in E-learning, which used to be called ‘Collaborative Networked Learning’, was highly 
distinctive in its content and its approach to learning, with a fusion of the medium and the focus of 
study. Students were grouped into learning sets of about 10 students with one tutor and engaged in 
both synchronous and asynchronous communication, including a significant element of peer 
assessment of individual projects.  
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3.21  Customising.  A preoccupation with flexibility and ease of updating had driven some of the 
Department’s development work, particularly a project relating to a proposed masters degree in 
Educational Research Methods. Starting from a bank of good quality video materials, some of these 
were put on to a CD linked to a website, with the same design and navigation in both formats. 
Updating was easily achieved by removing some videos and replacing them with others, at little cost. 
The idea behind the project was to develop a research methods programme that was customisable 
across a range of subjects, especially in the Social Sciences. The framework was designed to allow 
this customisation, by simply removing some materials specific to a given subject and replacing them 
with others, on a ‘pick and mix’ basis.  

3.22  Independent learning.  With the exception of the MEd in E-learning, the remainder of the 
School’s (distance-learning) programmes used email tutoring to complement the five residential 
weekends over a two-year programme. Students were also introduced to the use of online databases, 
electronic journals and, in some cases, CD-ROMs. But none of the programmes, including the 
postgraduate ‘Teaching in HE’ programme for university staff, was currently using the VLE, even 
where lecturers had had training in its use. For some Education staff, ICT was used simply as a 
distribution medium. Interviewee D2 (Course Leader) reported that this was what most students 
experienced in an earlier attempt to bolt on an e-learning element to another existing course: students 
did not see it as enhancing their learning experience. They saw ICT as useful in developing them as 
independent learners through the use of databases, for example, but certainly not as a collaborative 
mode of learning.  

3.23  Compensating for lack of skills.  At University E, Interviewees E1 and 3 (Principal Lecturers 
in Mathematics) stressed that ICT was not an end in itself, but used where there was a clear 
educational purpose. The use of symbolic manipulation packages enabled students to concentrate on 
the analysis of the problem and the evaluation of the results, without being distracted by a weakness 
in their algebraic skills. There was some uncertainty as to whether the use of ICT improved those skills 
or compensated for their absence, but some years ago there were some statistically significant data 
which showed improved results in comparing traditional methods and ICT-based teaching. The 
visualisation aspects of ICT were very important as well, as the graphing facilities of the packages 
used could enhance understanding.  

3.24  Learning to teach yourself.  Encouragingly, even year 1 student interviewees appeared to 
have understood the role of the specialised packages in their learning (‘we learn how to teach ourselves, as 

well’), and students in all years commented on the helpfulness of the visualisation properties. They 
clearly saw the ICT-based work as being well integrated with and supporting the more traditional 
teaching and learning.  

3.25  Accessibility and flexibility.  Students in all years were enthusiastic about the VLE, and 
primarily for its accessibility and the flexibility it offered. This was consistent with the record of students 
logging-on to the system, which showed 24 hour activity, 365 days a year. Features commented on 
included access to the Library catalogue, past examination papers, lecture notes and coursework 
requirements; renewing and reserving books; submitting work; obtaining the results of tests very 
quickly; synchronous online tutorials; asynchronous discussion groups (although there were currently 
some difficulties in representing mathematical symbols); and, in general, ongoing communication: ‘even 

when you’re not in class, you feel as if you are because communications keep coming out; he puts up things for us to 

think about before the next class’. Interviewee 3 also commented on the benefit in terms of contacting a 
very diverse and widespread student community. Both staff and students also highlighted group work 
facilitated by the VLE. 

3.26  Developing independence.  Staff showed great sensitivity to the pressures on students (‘they 
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don’t have as much time as we’d like them to have, so any help we can give them to cut down the time they’d waste.’ 

Interviewee E1). He admitted that in the early stages there was probably some spoon-feeding, but later 
on, more independence was expected. This would seem to be consistent with the University’s 
emphasis on widening participation and improving retention, particularly important in the first year. 
Increasing independence was confirmed by students’ comments on their use of the Internet, which 
increased from minimal use in year 1 to very consistent use in final year, especially to support 
dissertations. Both year 2 and year 3 students used the phrase ‘broadening... horizons’ to summarise the 
benefits of ICT: 

‘It’s complementing what you do in class, giving you extra experience you won’t get just in class or doing what 
they (staff) are doing, it’s broadening your horizons’ (Year 2 student). 

Students in general felt that access to ICT gave them greater independence and sense of 
responsibility for their learning. A major advantage was the ability to revisit a lecture or other class in 
the student’s own time in order to reinforce learning and as a basis for revision. Above all, students 
valued the flexibility of access to study materials at any time and from any location. 

3.27  Study and workplace skills.  Up to now, the main use of ICT in the context of Nursing at 
University F had been very functional: 

‘so that they can access the information (e.g. databases) and develop the skills that are needed, giving them more 
confidence in the workplace’. (Interviewee F1 Head of Department) 

This was reflected in the student intranet, which provided the link between academic study and 
practice in the NHS Trusts. This resource had 4,000 registered users, of whom some 50 per cent were 
active users. The majority of these were nurses returning to study to update their qualifications; the 
main resources used were tutorials on study skills and IT skills, and information on clinical 
placements, with a library of useful Internet links. Students’ reported use of this system varied, 
however, from as much six hours a week to none at all. 

3.28  Much of the use of ICT was driven by staff awareness that many students had very limited IT 
skills and that some were resistant to acquiring them. This was confirmed by some year 1 students, 
who said that they used ICT for only one hour a week or not at all. Consequently, some staff included 
in certain assignments an obligation, for example, for students to consult Internet resources, in order 
to force the unwilling or fearful to engage with ICT. Interviewee F5 (lecturer in Nursing) described the 
placing of lecture notes on the web as a ‘reward’, an incentive for students to use ICT. Both pre-
registration and post-registration students were taught to consult Health databases. 

3.29  Provision of lecture notes.  Although the pedagogic use of ICT as part of the learning and 
teaching process was still relatively undeveloped in Nursing, three lecturing staff interviewees (F5, 6 
and 7) volunteered that there were learning advantages in the provision of lecture notes (whether on 
the web or by email) before classes. Firstly and most basically, it was felt that students gained better 
notes because, instead of trying to write everything down, they could selectively add significant points 
to the lecture outline, a more active process. Secondly, they had experienced better student 
participation in lectures: students asked questions and discussed the issues, relating them to their 
experience of patients. The prepared lecture provided only a framework, within which some issues 
could be selected for treatment in greater depth in class. Interviewee F5 summed this up as providing 
more active learning, due to the lecture being more interactive. Interviewee F6 had added to the 
lecture notes a number of articles for discussion. For the next cohort, this would take the form of a 
VLE discussion group, although previous attempts at using this tool had foundered after an initial flurry 
of activity.  

3.30  Flexibility and mature students.  The other main advantages were seen as stemming from the 
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student’s use of the Internet, for example in encouraging greater independence in seeking resources 
for themselves. Several students expressed appreciation of the flexibility offered by the ability to study 
from home and at convenient times, using the web and intranet. This related particularly to the fact 
that many of these students were mature practitioners returning to study.  

3.31  Staff time.  Since the VLE implementation was at a very early pilot stage, it would be premature 
to draw any conclusions about this element of ICT use. Two members of Nursing staff were involved 
in the development of pilot modules for the VLE, but both (F6 and 7) were cautious about e-learning, 
one reason being the time needed to develop the learning materials.    

3.32  Reinforcement.  At University G, Interviewee G1 used the VLE in the teaching of Sport 
Sciences modules at all levels of the undergraduate award and on the MSc. In addition to general 
module information, students had access to lecture notes, back-up papers and self-assessment 
quizzes. Because the materials were web-based, students were able to access them from off-campus 
and in their own time; they were also able to re-visit subject content they had found difficult, which 
Interviewee G1 and students described as a major benefit. All student uses of the VLE were 
automatically logged, giving the tutor a detailed picture of which activities and how much time each 
student had spent.         

3.33  Pedagogic benefits.  Interviewee G1 was very positive about the impact that the VLE had had 
on her teaching. The main pedagogic improvements may be summarised as follows: students 
participated more and were kept busier; the teaching was more varied and there were additional ways 
of reinforcing the students’ learning; and presentations were better planned and supported by 
improved slides, easily produced with the built-in technology.   

‘There was a time when I used to put students in labs just to break down the rowdy classes of 200 or more second 
years. But now, I happily give them a new lecture every week. This is partly due my extra confidence, but it also 
because I know I have good technology. I also have a lot of (other) good quality, well prepared materials I can draw 
upon.’ 

Following a major investment of time in the initial preparation of materials, there now appeared to be 
benefits in respect the quality of content and savings of time. Once a collection of teaching materials 
was available on the VLE, it was easy for the lecturer to adapt them for use with different student 
groups. This had, according to Interviewee G1, allowed more classes to be better prepared, and thus 
better taught.      

3.34  ICT and academic support.  The introduction of the VLE appeared to have improved the quality 
and timeliness of academic support. For example, the records maintained of student use of the 
module site allowed the lecturer to monitor student comprehension, as well as the level of their 
engagement. With this information, the lecturer could intervene promptly with support or 
encouragement. Interviewee G1 was also able to cite evidence of how these records were allowing 
her to be better prepared and more focused for student tutorials. This seemed to offer particular 
benefits for those staff dealing with large student cohorts, where it was impractical to have frequent 
first-hand contact.    

3.35  Formative assessment.  The students had some limited assessment tasks set electronically on 
the VLE. Currently, these were only formative, mainly in the form of self-assessment quizzes, and 
were particularly valued by students for the immediate feedback they provided.   

3.36  All of the students in the Department, some 200 in each undergraduate year, were involved with 
the use of the VLE for some modules. The module evaluations completed by students suggested that 
students were enjoying the modules more and that the VLE was valued because it allowed them to 
reinforce their learning, particularly in relation to dry or complex material, such as statistics or styles of 
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academic referencing.      

3.37  Improved results.  The most recent annual module monitoring reports confirmed a high pass 
rate of 94 per cent for the level one Analytical Skills module, and a mean mark of 59 per cent. These 
were the highest figures recorded over the past five years. While other factors may have contributed to 
the improvement, it was difficult to avoid the conclusion that the use of the VLE had played some part.  

3.38  VLES and champions.  The VLE had been a key factor in the development and implementation 
of all three developments sampled at University H (an Academic and Professional Skills course; a 
graduate Certificate in Peace Studies; and a Typography module). The most important advantages 
described by Interviewees H1, H2 and H3 were the simplicity of the system, which did not require 
students or staff to have advanced ICT skills; access from different locations and in the students’ own 
time; immediate access to a wide range of learning materials; the combining of different activities and 
information within an environment of ‘blended learning’; and the ability to monitor students and their use 
of the online materials and facilities. All emphasised the importance of ICT developments being driven 
by learning and teaching needs, rather than the technology. All of the interviewees acknowledged the 
importance of designated ‘champions’, such as Teaching Fellows, in supporting their ICT initiatives.    

3.39  Each of the initiatives included in the study involved the use of the VLE to teach all, or a 
significant part of a module or programme. The Academic and Professional Skills course was based 
around a package that used the technology to bring together information, subject content and 
interactive activities. The Certificate in Peace Studies sought to foster an online learning community, 
and combined some features of conventional study with online research and writing. The Typography 
module involved groups of students in the online interpretation of a painting, and emphasised group 
discussion, analytical and writing skills, and risk-taking in design.  

3.40  Students with disabilities or learning difficulties.  The use of the VLE had proved particularly 
valuable in offering alternatives for students who encountered difficulties with some conventional 
learning situations. It had provided flexibility and support for students to access the teaching material, 
including those who had had to take part-time work to support their studies. Some academically 
insecure students felt more relaxed without the peer and tutor pressures of face-to-face group 
interaction. Some had assumed leadership roles within an online group of peers. These outcomes 
may be important in supporting the achievement and retention of students, which was important given 
the commitment of University H to widening participation. Interviewees H1 and H3 had also observed 
advantages for some students with physical disabilities. 

‘One student in a wheelchair was the biggest user (of The VLE). With The VLE, the student wasn’t in a 
wheelchair, he was just himself.’ (Interviewee H1)   

3.41  Monitoring student progress.  The ICT initiatives had not reduced the workload of lecturers, 
but they had led to a re-weighting of learning and teaching activities. This was exemplified in more 
time being spent in the closer monitoring of student participation and understanding, in part through 
the online self-assessment tests and student discussion groups. The immediacy of the monitoring 
allowed the lecturer to respond promptly to address any identified shortcomings. Interviewees H2 and 
H3 described how tutorials, whether online or face-to-face, had become more important. They were 
also more effective, because the online monitoring led to more careful preparation and a more focused 
session. It also appeared that email communication could add to the promptness and specificity of the 
advice being given to students on their coursework. The feedback from students regarding the ICT 
initiatives had been very positive, although those on the distance learning programme expressed the 
view that they would have liked the opportunity to meet as a group with their tutors, if not physically 
then online in real time.   
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3.42  Feedback suggested that students appreciated the availability of course-related information on 
the VLE. Where lecture notes were posted in advance, the experience of staff had been that students 
still attended lectures and were better prepared. Interviewee H1 said that feedback from across the 
university suggested that the security of having access to lecture notes reduced stress levels for many 
students.  

3.43  Online assessment.  The interviewees had made limited use of online assessment, although it 
was an established feature of some disciplines across the university. Summative assessment was 
seen as one of the more difficult and time consuming areas of web-based learning and teaching. 
There was a strong perception that it was more suited to subjects that need to engage in the extensive 
testing of factual information.      

3.44  Improved performance.  The perception of Interviewee H1 was that web-based activities had 
contributed to enhanced motivation and self-esteem for some students. This was helped by the high 
standard of presentation made possible by the technology and the respect shown by peers for 
contributions to online discussion. She cited an extract from a module feedback questionnaire:  

‘I enjoyed this module because I was proud of what I was doing.’   

Interviewee H3 identified a number of important positive features of student learning on the 
Typography project. These included the rigour of student discussions; constructive criticism between 
students; increased independence, with students advising each other and monitoring their own 
progress; increased sensitivity and respect for other group members in an electronic environment; and 
a disinclination to establish hierarchies, as was common in conventional group situations.  

3.45  At University J, ICT was being used for the teaching of modules with a strongly quantitative 
element. The University’s bespoke VLE was used in the teaching of Economics at all levels of the 
undergraduate and postgraduate programmes. In addition, commercial packages were used to 
support the teaching of data analysis and financial econometrics, a traditionally difficult subject for 
students. The econometrics packages were used extensively in Business Finance, where over 90 per 
cent of students produce dissertations involving econometric analysis.  

3.46  Pedagogy before technology.  Interviewee J2 indicated that within the Department, ICT-based 
approaches had generally been additional to, rather than replacements for conventional teaching and 
learning methods. Staff put forward the view that the use of ICT had resulted in learning and teaching 
becoming a more dynamic and interactive process. It did not save time for academic staff overall, but 
it did affect the distribution of time, as well as the nature of the staff interaction with students. 
Interviewee J1 stressed that for ICT to be effective, the technology must be secondary to the learning 
and teaching needs. There were major challenges for staff, in time and effort, in the extensive 
development time and the increased communication with students. For students, the ability to ‘plan our 

own learning’ was cited as a major benefit of ICT; this was made possible by the flexible access, 
through the VLE, to learning materials from locations and at times of the students’ own choosing. 
However, the interview with students also revealed some concern about inconsistencies in the way 
that staff organised the site and locate similar information.       

3.47  Teaching and learning improvements.  Both staff interviewees were also confident that some 
features of their teaching and of students’ learning had been enhanced by the use of ICT. In respect of 
teaching, they cited the advance posting of lecture notes and handouts on the VLE site. This 
encouraged better planning and preparation, and allowed staff to focus on essential subject concepts 
and issues in the lecture itself, because students did not have to concentrate on taking notes. Being 
able to monitor student performance more closely, for example from their use of the VLE and the 
regular self-assessment quizzes, also allowed staff to intervene to support students or reinforce areas 
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of teaching. The students confirmed that low scores on the self-assessment tests triggered a routine 
tutorial meeting with the lecturer.  

3.48  Interviewee J2 felt that there was more evidence of a broadening, rather than a deepening of 
students’ learning as a consequence of using ICT. Interviewee J1 pointed to improved assessment 
results for the Financial Econometrics module as a possible indicator of the effectiveness of ICT in the 
learning and teaching process. After two years of using interactive ICT workshops in teaching the 
subject, drawing upon the university’s VLE and a commercial package, the results were described as 
‘impressive’, with virtually all students achieving 60 per cent or above in module assessments. This was 
a significant improvement on previous years.   

3.49  Supported independence.  It seems clear that students need proper guidance if they are to 
make effective use of the available ICT opportunities. Advice on the use and merits of different search 
engines was included in year handbooks, while for year 3 dissertation students there was a specific 
VLE site, giving students links to relevant search areas, such as Ideas. The staff observed that 
students were becoming more independent in identifying relevant journal articles and following them 
up.   

3.50  A specific and highly focused animation project, taught by distance learning, was studied at 
University K. The one-year pilot stage had been completed and the course materials presently 
comprised a CD-ROM and a web-based learning environment. The course was constructed around a 
set of exercises, backed up by an animated glossary, using professionally produced materials, and a 
series of interactive workshops. Students and tutors used web discussion groups to raise issues and 
resolve animation problems. A key feature of the project was that the course built dynamically on itself. 
The reservoir of learning materials grew as each course completed and posted its work and as new 
teaching points were recorded online and added to the standard pack.           

3.51  Flexibility.  Interviewee K1, the Course Leader, identified a number of clear advantages in the 
use of the technology. These included the flexible use of the materials to meet the learning needs of 
different students, whether beginners or advanced; the ease with which student progress could be 
monitored online; and the ability to develop high quality learning materials at relatively little cost. 
Professional animators were more willing to contribute materials and ideas, because they could do this 
through the web without major interruption to their normal work.   

‘Students are able to draw on the work and ideas of the very best practitioners, people who they would never get 
to teach them in real life.’ (Interviewee K1) 

In addition to the distance learning function, it was intended that the CD-ROM would be sold for 
teaching animation within other universities, supporting lecturers by offering self-instruction in time-
consuming and repetitious animation skills and techniques. The course offered the flexibility for 
students to study in their own time, place and space. However, the experience to date showed that if 
the flexibility of the distance learning approach was to be used to best effect, it needed to be 
accompanied by clearly understood requirements, responsibilities and protocols.  

3.52  A wide range of ICT-related learning and teaching activities were used within the School of 
Pharmacy at University L, including a virtual dispensing course. Other approaches and facilities 
included computer-aided learning (CAL) packages; a networked learning environment which offered 
curriculum information for courses; a campus intranet system that offered students access to a wide 
range of software covering general and specialist skills; chemistry laboratory videos (converted to CD-
ROM), produced from a Teaching and Learning Technology Programme (TLTP) project; web 
accessed teaching material, such as lecture notes and presentational software materials; a variety of 
student guides; email communication groups; web access to electronic journals and specialist search 
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engines, such as Medline; and general IT programmes that were used routinely by students for word 
processing, data analysis and presentations. In addition, web-based materials were being used to test 
numeracy.   

3.53  Profession-specific developments. The computerised dispensing course was in its third year 
of use and was developed within the School, with funding and technical support from the University. 
The development was linked to a scheme to create an IT-based dispensing laboratory, the intention of 
which was, in part, to improve teaching, by freeing staff time to allow more interaction with students 
and more patient counselling activities. The observation of a laboratory assessment session and an 
on-screen demonstration confirmed that the programme was comprehensive, with a range of 
contextual material, including checks on legal and regulatory compliance. During 2003-04, the 
package was to be converted to a web-based programme, to make it more responsive to individual 
staff modification.    

3.54  TLTP consortium.  The materials from the TLTP initiative had been shared widely across the 
academic subject community. The consortium was maintained after the three-year period of the TLTP 
project and member universities pay an annual fee to receive up-dated versions of the CAL materials. 
Interviewee L1 observed that when packages were web-enabled, many were still providing highly 
relevant teaching materials. The interview with students revealed that they were less enthusiastic 
about the value of the older CAL materials, in part because of what they perceived as outdated and 
unhelpful technology.     

3.55  In most modules, students engaged routinely in different ICT activities, such as data analysis or 
literature surveys. CAL packages were built into some areas of the curriculum and used as support 
material in others. For a complex subject such as molecular modelling, students used the package to 
study in their own time and to re-visit the material where they encountered difficulties. Year 4 of the 
undergraduate Master of Pharmacy programme included a specific web module, Pharmacy and the 
Internet, designed to bring together Internet sources, provide guidance on the effective use of the 
Internet for the dissertation, and prepare students better for pharmacy practice research in the future.  

‘Students just don’t go to a library when they are writing a dissertation. They will sit at a terminal (on or off 
campus) and access electronic journals.’ (Interviewee L1) 

There were examples in the School of traditional lectures being replaced by CAL packages, with no 
significant change in the marks obtained by students. Some ICT-related activities were used to 
encourage student-centred learning, for example by asking students to follow up a list of references on 
the web.  

3.56  Summative assessment.  The relationship of ICT to assessment was recognised by 
Interviewee L1 as complex. Multiple-choice self-assessment tests were set for students electronically, 
but the dispensing programme was the only area in the School where ICT was used as the method of 
summative assessment. In the design of the programme, it was possible to build assessment into 
parts of the programme because of the factual nature of much of the assessed course content.            

3.57  Interviewee L1 identified features of student learning and achievement where the use of ICT had 
led to improvements. These included the presentation of coursework, the enhanced depth with which 
students researched topics and, linked to that, more challenging dissertations. He stressed the 
importance of ensuring that students receive proper guidance, to ensure that they were discriminating 
in their interrogation of information from the web.  

3.58  Intradepartmental diversity.  The initiatives of Interviewees M3-M6 give an indication, within 
Biomedical Sciences, of the diversity of approach to ICT that was accommodated within the strategy 
of University M. The four interviewees described three distinctly different approaches. The first was 
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used for modules in Immunology and Haematology, in both cases through a range of interactive 
materials to promote student comprehension of complex subject content. Both staff interviewees had 
developed the materials in-house, in close association with the educational development unit (EDU), 
who provided the technical expertise to implement the pedagogic concepts. The second approach had 
been developed by Interviewee M5, with a concern to address the modest academic abilities of many 
students on entry to the University, for teaching Microbiology. This had been a separate, individual 
development, using a commercial development software package. There were now difficulties in 
enabling this package for use with the VLE. The third approach was used by Interviewee M6 for a 
Chemistry module on Amino Acids. Rather than designing a discrete package, this lecturer had drawn 
on the wealth of existing learning materials, downloading selected materials from the web and offering 
them to students via the VLE as workshop tutorials and related assessment tests.   

3.59  The use of ICT had produced a different pattern of teaching activities, and use of time, for 
lecturing staff. After the initial major investment in development time, one major shift had been that 
staff were spending more time in contact with individual students. This individual contact, usually 
through the VLE, was perceived as better planned and more focused than conventional tutorials.  All 
of the staff interviewed stressed the need to ensure that ICT developments were driven by the 
pedagogy and what students needed to learn. A recurring difficulty was that some students, as well as 
some staff, were driven by the technology. One unforeseen feature of ICT development across the 
University had been that in technology-confident areas, such as Computing, the use of the VLE had 
been extensive but largely limited to basic communication. In contrast, in the sciences and creative 
arts, while use was less widespread, there was more innovation in the application of the VLE to 
learning and teaching delivery.    

3.60  Teaching improvement.  Interviewee M2 (Senior Lecturer in Biomedical Sciences) was an 
enthusiastic but inexperienced member of staff when she began teaching Immunology: 

‘In my first year of teaching I was really enthusiastic, I was a top researcher, and the pass rate for my students was 
only 58 per cent, even after re-sits. I was devastated.’  

After realising how difficult students found the subject, Interviewee M2 developed an open learning 
approach, helped and influenced by taking the university’s Certificate of Education in HE (Cert Ed HE) 
for lecturers. The approach was based initially around a glossary of terms to aid student 
comprehension. Other considerations were the wish to have a flexible and well-designed set of core 
teaching materials, and to create more time for using face-to-face contact to teach the important core 
concepts of the subject. The materials had been transferred to the VLE, with benefits in the simplicity 
of use, the communication and discussion tools, and the use of hypertext to access additional 
material. The VLE also allows the integration of these features in concert with course materials, such 
as module descriptors, lecture notes and handouts.  

3.61  The interviewee described the investment of time in developing the open learning materials as 
‘enormous’ and ‘far more than I envisaged.’ She now felt that the investment of time was worthwhile, 
although the commitment had to be ongoing. The development work and the teaching resource that it 
had produced had added significantly to her confidence as a teacher.    

3.62  Complementary methods.  Interviewee M2 expressed the view that it was important for web-
based developments in learning and teaching to be seen as complementary to, rather than replacing, 
more conventional teaching and learning approaches.  

‘I don’t want students only to use the computer. I think it is important they are encouraged to visit the library 
and look at books. It is all part of using all of the materials available in taking responsibility for their own 
learning.’  

The VLE had had particular benefits for part-time students, including those in employment. These 
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students seemed particularly appreciative of the flexible access it gave them to their learning 
materials.  

‘Students have reported that using the VLE has actually reduced their stress level. This is because they don’t 
have to rush in for particular classes at particular times, or travel to hand in assignments.’ (Interviewee M1) 

3.63  Improved results. On the immunology course, a clear improvement in assessment results 
occurred with the introduction of an ICT (open learning) dimension. The overall pass rate, including re-
sits, rose in 1998 from 58 per cent to 89 per cent. An average pass rate for Biomedical Science 
students of 80 per cent between 2000 and 2002 represented a significant improvement on the pass 
rate prior to 1998. Even allowing for other factors, these data suggest that ICT had contributed to the 
improvement.  

3.64  Supportive environment.  In module questionnaires, students had been positive about the 
pedagogic use of ICT. Among the positive features they identified were being able to submit 
coursework from home, the prompt receipt of marks, and the ease of communication with lecturers 
and their peers. The use of the VLE seemed to have had particular benefits for academically less able 
students and those with disabilities. In addition to allowing them to work at their own pace and in their 
own time, the VLE provided a safe and supportive working environment, without the peer pressures 
associated with academic failure, and with opportunities to re-visit course materials.   
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Section 4. Staff participation and staff development  
 
Emerging themes 
This section summarises the main themes which have emerged from the detailed finding 
outlined in section 4.1 onwards.  

 

4.0.1  Limited staff participation.  The study confirmed that there were some notable emerging 
pedagogic uses of ICT at subject level, with focused and innovative applications to learning and 
teaching. The subject initiatives included in the study were varied in their scale and use of ICT, but all 
appeared to be making a worthwhile contribution to students’ learning and to the development of 
technology as a vehicle for learning and teaching. However, these were generally pockets of 
enthusiastic activity, beyond which the involvement of academic staff was limited. It does not follow 
that this has particular implications for the quality of the education that students receive, but it was 
noteworthy, particularly in those universities with a clear strategic commitment and a coherent 
implementation plan. For most staff, in most institutions, the use of ICT rarely went beyond the posting 
and retrieval of routine course information; many staff were not involved at all.  

4.0.2  Benefits of a coherent central strategy.  In the four universities where there was a clear, 
centrally driven, strategy for the implementation of ICT, this was allowing an incremental approach to 
pushing forward with an agenda for change. Typically with this approach, initial promotion and 
encouragement were followed by the establishment of a basic threshold level of engagement for all 
staff. This might involve, for example, the requirement that all staff must have core module information 
online by a set date. While the research did not identify qualitative differences in the ICT initiatives 
within the study sample, it did appear that in those universities with a coherent strategy, the initiatives 
were more robust and more likely to be replaced in the event of changed local circumstances, such as 
shifts of staff. It also seemed to be the case that the incremental changes in such universities offered a 
more secure infrastructure to support the growth and development of ICT over a wide subject front.  

4.0.3 Rarity of teamwork.  A surprising feature of the study was the rarity of any significant 
teamwork within subject groups in the development of learning materials using ICT. By and large, new 
developments seemed to be individual activities, albeit often in the context of a supportive institution 
and/or department.  

4.0.4  Role of central support units.  Many of the academic staff interviewed during the study 
praised the work of central university learning and teaching development units, which often had a 
responsibility to lead, as well as support ICT development. These small units were clearly successful 
in these relatively early stages of ICT development, although it was not clear how they would cope 
with the mass take up of ICT they were often trying to promote.  

4.0.5  Barriers to development.  The study identified a number of apparent barriers to the further 
development of ICT approaches, the main ones of which might be summarised as follows.  

o Lack of expertise. Despite widespread experience to the contrary, many academic staff 
retained a perception that they must be expert in ICT to make use of web-based approaches 
to teaching. While the evidence showed that staff, with relatively little training, could quickly 
attain competence in the basic uses of a virtual learning environment, the development of 
bespoke teaching materials was extremely time-consuming.  
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o Conflicting priorities. This was inhibiting for many, particularly when they felt the pressure to 
respond to other priorities, including the need to be research-active. Such difficulties suggest a 
need for academic leaders and managers to provide clear guidance on strategies for 
responding to seemingly conflicting priorities.  

o Middle management. But the study suggests that academic managers may, in some cases, 
be one of the possible barriers. While a Head of Department or Dean of School may be a 
driver for change, as in University G, they may, as controllers of budgets and staff timetables, 
also act as uncooperative gatekeepers, as perceived, for example,  by the Head of Classics at 
University C.   

o Threat to jobs. There remained, in at least two of the universities, a view that developments 
in ICT would reduce the need for lecturers and thus jobs. The evidence of those using ICT 
offered a strong rebuttal of that view. Although only signalled as a difficulty in two of the 
universities in the sample, the development of ICT-based teaching raised interesting questions 
around the notion of ‘contact hours.’ For those in universities who are charged with applying 
national agreements, the place of ‘virtual’ contact between lecturers and students in the 
calculation of teaching contact might have increased significance as the use of ICT grows.  

4.0.6  Staff development opportunities.  The evidence from the study suggests that there was a 
great deal of ICT-related professional development available to academic staff. There was rarely any 
compulsion in relation to staff development, except in relation to new staff having to study for a 
teaching award. The postgraduate Certificate of education in HE had been a major factor in the 
decision by committed staff in four of the 12 universities to develop ambitious web-based learning 
materials. Importantly, studying for the award also allowed an opportunity to reflect on the pedagogic 
implications of ICT applications and provided valuable development time. It was surprising that, in 
some of the universities, the postgraduate teaching award did not include a requirement to address 
the implications of new technology in learning and teaching.   

4.0.7  Technology versus pedagogy.  Only in a small minority of the universities was staff 
development being clearly and strategically integrated with the university’s strategy for learning and 
teaching. However, five of the institutions had established a progressive programme of staged staff 
training to support their commitment to ICT development. In contrast, the envisaged introduction by 
one university of a separate cadre of ‘professional staff’ to implement web-based learning may reflect 
the difficulties of persuading staff in a research-led university to participate in learning and teaching 
initiatives. A comment made by one member of nursing staff at University F seemed to reflect the 
wider position. This was that the ICT training generally available within universities tended to focus on 
the technology, rather than effective pedagogy in its use. Notable exceptions to this trend could be 
seen in the postgraduate CertEd in HE Teaching and in some of the development work undertaken by 
learning and teaching champions, such as Teaching Fellows.  

 

Detailed findings 
 
4.1  Limited use by most staff.  Archaeological applications were taught as part of the curriculum by 
two of the 16 academic staff, supported by four staff from an external specialist archaeological unit 
hosted by University A. In principle, the departmental intranet underpins all teaching, but in reality, 
the quality and quantity of information provided varies considerably from tutor to tutor. The year 2 
students who were interviewed felt that, with the exception of one or two enthusiasts, the Department 
made minimal use of ICT in the context of teaching delivery, as opposed to vocational uses or 
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handbook information.  

4.2  Staff development to support ICT. This had not been an issue at department level. Most staff 
were computer literate and had picked up sufficient expertise in html to produce the basic pages 
needed for the department intranet. Computing Services provided general html editing courses, which 
new secretarial staff had followed, and Interviewee A1 (Senior Lecturer) and a technician had provided 
in-house support (‘hints and tips’). The technical development of the TLTP and similar materials had 
been handled by a specialised unit from outside of the Department. Given the very early and tentative 
stage that the University’s e-learning Strategy had reached, there was no staff development plan to 
support it. However, staff development was mentioned in the action plan: 

‘To identify any specific staff and student training needs and to consider how these might be delivered and 
resourced’ 

As the report on this was not due until autumn 2004, clearly nothing was yet in place beyond raising 
awareness through the annual conference and similar occasional events. An 18-month fixed term 
appointment was advertised in March 2003, for a learning technologist to ‘foster the use of online 

technologies in learning and teaching and support the development of materials ...’.   

4.3  Limited active use of ICT. In University B, the Dental School’s tailor-made computer-aided 
(CAL) packages were the result of an initiative driven by enthusiasts, rather than by a departmental 
strategy. There was one such enthusiast in each of the Units within the School, so that some CAL 
materials were used in each unit, but year 3 students confirmed that Interviewee B1 (Senior Lecturer) 
was the main developer and user of CAL. The students’ perspective was that about one-third of staff 
actively use ICT in their teaching, although the great majority use presentational software for lectures.  

4.4  Proposed staff development. Interviewee B1 was aware of staff development opportunities 
offered by the University in relation to a range of programs and applications, such as Oracle, 
presentational software and statistical software, but not of anything relating to the use of ICT for 
learning and teaching purposes. In order to deliver its strategic goals relating to ‘a professional approach to 

teaching and the support of learning’ and ‘a culture in which staff accept that their practice in teaching and supporting learning 

needs to be updated regularly’, the University proposed to set up a staff development programme for 
experienced staff on current issues in teaching, learning and assessment. While pedagogic research 
was being considered within the proposal, there was no explicit reference to staff development related 
to ICT in learning and teaching, beyond a proposed guide to good practice in relation to the use of ICT 
in support of learning. 

4.5  Staff development  versus appointment of non-subject specific staff . In University C, there 
was variability between the four Classics staff currently delivering the programme in the use made of 
the student intranet for teaching. Although there was a section for each module, some of these were 
empty pages. More use was made of the administrative functions. Most of what had been achieved 
within the Department had been on the basis of existing skills, but staff development opportunities, 
including Frontpage and VLE training, were available and had been taken up by individuals. The 
University’s new strategy included explicit commitments to ICT, as indicated in the following extracts: 

-The encouragement, through the Learning Development Unit and continued support for the Centre 

for Educational Technology and Distance Learning, of delivering further learning opportunities 

through ICT... 

-The extension of existing staff development to widen the understanding of staff concerning [...] 

development of web-based teaching packages. 

-The recruitment and development of new (non subject-specific) professional staff [...] who can 

disseminate and apply good practice in the use of new methodologies for the delivery of learning 
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and teaching [...] across subjects. 

The latter point might be interpreted as an attempt to use the appointment of new staff as a means of 
countering academic staff resistance to the idea of being trained to convert their own materials for 
web-based delivery. It was difficult to judge the likely success of such an approach.  

4.6  Limited embedding of e-learning. In University D, the study focused on a Masters programme 
in Education conducted wholly online and delivered by two tutors whose research was in e-learning. 
Apart from this development, the use of ICT for learning and teaching was not yet well embedded in 
the School. Two other staff members were involved with specific projects, one relating to science 
teaching and one relating to work with travellers’ children. Interviewee D2 (Course Leader for another 
programme) was working towards adding an electronic element to her paper-based distance-learning 
programme, but Interviewees D3 and D4 (lecturers on other programmes) were extremely sceptical 
about e-learning.  

4.7 The projects for which the two key research staff obtained funding had a staff development 
dimension, with the intention of introducing other staff to the theory and practice of e-learning. Of the 
60 staff in the School, between seven and 15 attended the sessions at various times, but they had not 
yet built e-learning into their teaching.   

4.8  Synergy between research, staff development and teaching. Nevertheless, Interviewees D1 
(Course Leader for the wholly e-learning programme) and D2 identified the ‘meaningful staff development’ 
linked to the various projects as a major success. Staff with little knowledge or expertise in ICT, like 
Interviewee D2, had been involved in the developments; those with the expertise had tried to share it 
in a supportive way and sought to empower other members of the School. As a result, because of the 
synergy between research and teaching, it was now possible to envisage having an e-learning 
strategy for the School, something inconceivable five years ago. Interviewee D1 had now been 
appointed as Faculty Director of Learning and Teaching Development, which suggests that his 
expertise may be exploited more widely in the future.  

4.9  The University had a commitment in its learning and teaching strategy to ‘develop effective forms 

of learning through the use of ICT.’ It had also decided to create an educational development unit 
(EDU) with responsibility for supporting ICT in learning. In the light of these clear commitments to ICT, 
it seems surprising that the institution’s teaching award for its own staff, a part-time Dip/MA in 
Teaching in HE, which was delivered by the Department of Education Studies, had no particular bias 
towards the use of ICT.   

4.10 80 per cent implementation of VLE. The Director of the educational development unit (EDU) at 
University E, Interviewee E2, reported that implementation of the VLE varied across the University 
but that within the Faculty of Science about 80 per cent of modules had been put on the VLE. Take-up 
within the School had also varied to date, with staff in statistics still relying on their own web pages 
rather than using the VLE. 

4.11 The University’s plan had been to target first level modules in the first year of implementation and 
then to phase further implementation over the next two years. However, student expectations, 
combined with the positive experiences of the staff, led to year 2 and year 3 modules being introduced 
at the same time, in the second year of the plan. Interviewee E3 (a Principal Lecturer in Mathematics) 
saw the development as driven by grass-roots, student pressure. The view of Interviewee E1 (also a 
Principal Lecturer) was that staff were responding to the University’s widening participation agenda. 
They were using the system to meet the needs of ‘the sort of student we’re dealing with now and the more 

complicated existence they have.’   
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4.12  Staff development integral to ICT strategy. The University’s revised Learning and Teaching 
Strategy for 2003-05 placed staff development and ICT at the forefront of its approach. Of six 
principles governing implementation of the strategy, the first three were particularly relevant to our 
concerns: 

- Staff development is not an objective per se, but every Learning and Teaching objective should have 
associated with it a staff development plan.  

- The whole Strategy will be in the context of delivering learning, teaching, assessment and support 
in the LMS, and ICT based, whenever appropriate/possible.  

- The Strategy should be based in educational research and take full account of national 
developments. 

Interviewee E2 outlined the main reason for adopting a gradualist approach, which was to encourage 
staff to get over the initial hurdle of involvement with the VLE. Basic training was provided on a 
voluntary basis, both centrally and within each Faculty. There was a large take up of the training, 
which enabled staff to upload existing presentational software lecture notes, provided an introduction 
to the system and allowed students to gain the immediate benefit of flexible access to learning 
materials. A number of modules, using a variety of tools, were made available to staff to use as 
exemplars of what was possible. The VLE provided a staff module, containing all the staff 
development materials.  

4.13 The next phase of more advanced training was designed to meet the objective of supporting staff 
in developing the pedagogy of RBL. It was piloted in 2002-03 and will be extended to 25 per cent of 
staff in 2003-04 and 50 per cent the following year. The exemplar modules produced in this pilot were 
being evaluated for effectiveness. A new module on the use of ICT in teaching had been designed for 
inclusion in the University’s postgraduate Diploma in HE teaching, as from 2003-04. Concurrently with 
these developments, the EDU set up two e-learning staff centres.  A regular weekly programme of 
activities was published, and staff could drop in to discuss materials development at will.  

4.14 For the most part, the advanced training was being delivered within faculties by the nominated 
Faculty EDU representative. These representatives, seconded from within the Faculty, provided both 
group sessions and support to individuals according to need. Central support for staff included the 
production of a staff development plan to accompany the new learning and teaching strategy which 
overlaps with the human resources strategy. At University E, the learning and teaching strategy had 
been very well supported by a directly associated staff development plan, which the evidence 
suggests was working effectively.  

4.15 In University F, Interviewee F3, the Faculty of Health's Learning Technologist, reported that 
about 30 of the Faculty’s 117 staff had materials on the web; others used email to send handouts to 
students. Two members of Nursing staff were involved in the university-wide initiative to develop  pilot 
modules for The VLE. 

4.16  Raising staff awareness. The University’s learning and teaching strategy highlighted the link 
with its human resources strategy, which recognised the importance of staff development in relation to 
learning and teaching. Staff training and development with respect to learning and teaching fell within 
the remit of the recently appointed Director of the EDU. The team of learning technologists was a part 
of this Unit, and it was their responsibility to raise staff awareness of the issues involved in using ICT 
in learning and teaching and to organise both technical and pedagogical training to help staff make 
best use of the ICT resources available. Their website included a general introduction to the use of IT 
in learning and teaching, which raised the basic issues, and indicated how staff could access training.  

4.17 With the exception of those involved with the VLE pilots, most ICT-related staff development in 
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Nursing had been in relation to IT skills, such as Word, email and presentational software, rather than 
learning and teaching related. Most of the training available was focused on the European Computer 
Driving Licence (ECDL) and none was specific to the VLE; this area of development was, however, 
being handled through the pilots. Staff could also request training on a one-to-one basis. The Nursing 
staff involved in the VLE pilot had first received training in Frontpage, which enabled them to put their 
own web pages on the student intranet. The success of this had convinced them of the need to move 
on to the VLE, which they had found a much easier process. They had a two-hour training session, but 
to date had received no staff development in relation to the pedagogy of e-learning. It was one of the 
objectives for 2003 to increase staff’s understanding of the pedagogic implications of ICT. 

4.18  Science usage greater than social sciences.  In Sport Sciences at University G, the VLE was 
being used regularly by five of the 29 teaching staff in the Department. Many others were using other 
forms of ICT, including presentational software and statistical packages, but had not yet adopted the 
VLE. Within the Department, the social science staff were seen as less enthusiastic than their science 
colleagues, because of what they perceived as the unsuitability of some of their subject matter for the 
VLE. This perception, which Interviewee G1 (Lecturer in Sport Sciences) believed had some validity, 
related particularly to those parts of the VLE that provide for comprehension checks, through such 
methods as multiple-choice questions and quiz techniques. They posited the argument that these 
parts of the VLE were better suited to factual material than to subjects requiring individual 
interpretation and expression.  

4.19  Competing pressures.  Interviewee G1 drew attention to the varied pressures on academic 
staff time, including the potential tension between expectations to undertake research and those to 
respond to the ICT-elements of the departmental learning and teaching strategy. This was particularly 
significant when seen in relation to the development time needed for the initial preparation of teaching 
materials for use through the VLE. Interviewee G1 calculated that she spent three full days on specific 
training courses, plus about another four days, in achieving a basic readiness to start working on her 
own requirements and materials. She suggested that the pressures were reconcilable, providing there 
was clear management guidance on what should be prioritised.           

4.20  The support provided by the university, in respect of time and training, had been crucial 
elements for Interviewee G1 in her engagement with ICT in learning and teaching. This support had 
been most evident in the Cert Ed and in the work of the central EDU. The head of the unit had a remit 
to develop ICT, particularly in respect of the VLE, for teaching and learning. The positive attitude of the 
small EDU team had been just as important as their expert skills. The more structured activities 
provided by the unit were varied and included full training days on particular themes, usually with 
groups of eight or nine staff and led by external consultants, as well as drop-in surgeries. One strategy 
used by the EDU was to use successful developers to contribute to subsequent training events. There 
were VLE courses at different levels, allowing staff to progress. The open surgeries provided individual 
advice and allowed staff to get advice about their own teaching materials. In addition to providing 
training, the EDU also supported staff with assistance in the production of learning materials.   

‘I have been pleasantly surprised. When the University has made a commitment to us, it has done what it says 
and so far there haven’t been any real problems. This has really been important in me deciding to go with the 
developments….the back-up is always there when I need it.’  

Interviewee G1 also cited the importance of regular, informal support and professional development 
within the Department. This was evident in the regular consideration of ICT during meetings of the 
staff, including the discussion and promotion of specific approaches, such as the use of interactive 
presentational software.   

4.21  Variable but limited implementation. While the Academic and Professional Skills course in 
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University H made extensive use of the VLE, only about 13 per cent of staff across the School of 
Politics and International Relations used the VLE beyond the core information set provided by the 
University. On the distance learning Certificate in Peace Studies, all three of the teaching staff 
produced their own web-based teaching and learning materials. In Art and Design, many staff were 
using ICT as an administrative tool, but Interviewee H3 was the only one to have implemented a web-
based teaching project.  

4.22  Barriers to progress. The interviewees acknowledged that the development of web-based 
learning materials was a time consuming activity. For some staff, the commitment of time and the 
perceived difficulties of the technology were barriers to progress. A further concern of staff had been 
the fear that ICT development would lead to a reduction in teaching and a possible loss of lecturing 
jobs. This had clearly not been the experience of those staff interviewed. 

4.23  Technical support. The University’s commitment to support staff was evident in the 
appointment of Teaching Fellows and in the work of the EDU. All three interviewees cited the advice 
and technical support offered by the unit as a crucial element in their successful initiatives. The range 
of services offered by EDU included the conversion of staff Power Point presentations into disability-
friendly versions, in line with the university’s strategic priorities. Interviewee H2 (International 
Programmes Officer) confirmed that the University, in line with its strategic commitment to ICT-based 
learning and teaching, had provided support by freeing time for training and the initial development of 
distance learning materials. Interviewee H1 (Senior Lecturer and Teaching Fellow, International 
Relations) observed that a build up of student pressure was encouraging more staff to engage with 
ICT initiatives.   

4.24  Central and School-based staff development. The University provided extensive staff 
development opportunities, centrally through the EDU and at School level. The role of the Teaching 
Fellows included the promotion of ICT and providing support for other colleagues across their school. 
The approach adopted by Interviewee H1 had been to encourage a basic threshold of general ICT 
skills amongst colleagues, and then respond to additional individual needs. The School replicated the 
central EDU approach to training, with whole-group and individual training sessions. The activities 
included basic VLE skills for staff, to at least the same level as the introduction provided for all 
students by the University. Attendance at the whole-group sessions attracted about 50 per cent of the 
70 staff in the school. The individual support sessions were, as far as possible, focused on the 
preferred teaching styles of staff and how they might benefit from the technology. The interviewees 
offered the view that future progress with ICT-related approaches was likely to depend upon staff 
buying in to the extensive professional development opportunities provided by the university. In a 
highly structured academic organisation, middle managers were important in promoting change, but 
were seen as often the most resistant.  

4.25  Required implementation. In University J, Interviewee J2  (Director of Undergraduate Studies) 
confirmed that all of the staff in Economics were using ICT in their teaching, at least to the threshold 
level required by the university, which involved engagement with the VLE for a range of module 
information, and managed their own sites. The ease of use of the VLE system had facilitated this high 
level of use. While some staff remained unenthusiastic, they had accepted the need to use the 
University’s VLE routinely as part of their teaching; even a few of the most ICT-sceptical staff were 
now setting regular self-assessment quizzes.  

4.26  Staff development. Interviewees were appreciative of the range of ICT-related staff 
development available within the University. At the University level, all new staff were required to study 
for the University’s postgraduate Certificate of Education in HE, while the VLE training events were 
arranged on a regular basis. These included introductory sessions and coverage of new 
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developments. The Department had also run its own staff training for VLE use during the past two 
years. In addition, staff who were expert in the use of regularly used packages delivered voluntary in-
house training for their departmental colleagues. Ad hoc events were also arranged at department 
level; training in presentational software was organised after the need was identified during the peer 
observation of teaching. The VLE had a site for posting new ideas or examples of good practice.   

4.27  At University K, the animation distance-learning course was taught by Interviewee K1 
(Research Fellow, Art and Design) and a small team of practising animators. All were competent in 
using the technology and providing teaching instruction through it. A strong feature of the programme 
was the ongoing learning from each other, and from the contributions of professional animators and 
animation houses. The issue of formal staff development had not arisen.     

4.28  Routine implementation and training.  At University L, Interviewee L1 (Senior Lecturer, 
Pharmacy), who had an overview of the pharmacy programme, confirmed that the large majority of 
staff included ICT activities in the teaching of modules, but that it was used for a learning purpose, 
rather than for the technology itself.   

‘The use of ICT is driven by curriculum needs. There isn’t an area of the course where ICT is not involved. If it is 
not used, that is not generally due to staff resistance.’  

Over the period of developing ICT approaches to learning and teaching, notably CAL packages, 
pharmacy staff had regularly attended training courses within the university. These appeared to have 
been readily accessible and useful. The courses were provided by the Information Services and by the 
staff development unit of the University. In addition, the School had its own dedicated Computer 
Officer and a web author, both of whom provided ongoing advice and development for academic staff. 
All new lecturers were now required to attend the university-accredited postgraduate Certificate in HE, 
a course that involved a formal evaluation of teaching methods, including new technologies. The 
Certificate course had proved valuable to staff in promoting a ‘culture of awareness of ICT-based 
delivery’, including likely future developments. One member of the pharmacy staff had recently used 
the Certificate to develop a web-based approach to teaching numeracy.  

4.29  Lack of team development. Interviewee M1 (Academic Development Co-ordinator) described 
the acceptance of the VLE by academic staff across University M as being much slower than 
anticipated, although many individuals had responded and developed effective web-based teaching 
approaches. This perception was reflected at the Biomedical Sciences subject level, where 
Interviewees M3-M6 (Senior Lecturers in Sciences) were the only ones in the subject area who had 
made a significant use of ICT in the teaching of modules. The interview revealed that there was little 
systematic communication between the staff on sharing or disseminating their approaches and 
practices.   

4.30  Barriers to development. The interviewees were clear that some academic staff remained 
resistant to ICT developments because they believed that such developments would lead to less 
teaching and therefore a reduced need for staff, although this had certainly not been the experience of 
this small group. There were some problems emerging as a result of ICT developments in respect of 
the national framework for staff contact hours. A particular concern amongst some staff was that if 
they transferred their lectures on to the VLE, this could be interpreted as a reduction in their (face-to-
face) contact hours, even though they might be using the equivalent hours for online individual tuition.    

4.31  Support and development opportunities. The support of the central EDU had been a major 
factor in the engagement of academic staff with ICT and the development of ICT-based learning 
materials. Similarly, for some staff, including Interviewee M2 (SL in Biomedical Sciences), taking the 
University’s Cert Ed HE proved to be hugely influential and a major staff development opportunity. 
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While the support of the EDU was impressive, a major concern for Interviewees M3-M6 was the failure 
of the university to provide staff with the time to work on innovations or to develop ICT teaching 
materials. Apart from Interviewee M2 who spent a half-day each week for three years studying for the 
University’s CertEd HE, relevant learning and teaching materials have all had to be produced in the 
lecturer’s own time. The pressures of time were also evident in staff perceptions of the competition 
between teaching and research. Interviewee M1 recognised that the issue of time was a university-
wide one.  

‘So, if anyone wants to develop new ICT approaches outside of the Cert Ed, it would have to be approved by the 
Dean (of School). This is the issue we are finding now. With the old strategy, we had Teaching Fellowships and 
people developing innovation. We were giving them the money, but actually, they didn’t want the money, they 
wanted the time.’  

She felt that the new strategy was addressing the problem. It was the intention that staff be seconded 
into the EDU, so that they could use development time without the distractions encountered in their 
own offices and rooms. The secondments would be for the Teaching Fellows, but would be extended 
to give opportunities for other staff who were working with the Fellows. 

4.32  Staff scepticism. There was a general recognition amongst all of the interviewees that there 
were extensive opportunities for VLE-related staff development. This had been well advertised and 
ranged from basic introductory sessions to more advanced training, including specialist workshops run 
by external consultants. There were monthly lunchtime sessions for more advanced users to seek 
specific advice, and special one-off events to promote particular features of the VLE. While there were 
ample opportunities, take up was heavily dependent on the interest of individual staff and what priority 
they gave to it. Interviewee M1 welcomed the fact that some bespoke activities were now being 
arranged in response to the requests of subject or programme groups. She saw this as the beginning 
of a necessary shift from university-led to subject-driven development. The University needed to 
overcome the widespread indifference and scepticism of academic staff, and find a way to provide the 
development time that staff needed.  
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Section 5.  Evaluation and dissemination of good practice    
 
Emerging themes  

This section summarises the main themes which have emerged from the detailed finding 
outlined in section 5.1 onwards.  

 

5.0.1 Ineffectiveness of routine evaluation mechanisms. What emerged clearly from this study 
was that significant and sustained evaluation of the contribution of ICT to the learning process had not 
been carried out in the majority of the 12 institutions, although all had routine evaluation mechanisms 
in place. The routine mechanisms included: module questionnaires and annual reports at module and 
programme level, although in most cases ICT did not necessarily figure explicitly in any of these; 
formal staff-student committees; internal periodic review and preparation for QAA review. These 
mechanisms, and informal comment from students, had led in some cases to modifications of the ICT 
element of a module (as at Universities B, C and F), but there was little evidence that overall the 
routine monitoring of learning and teaching had made a significant contribution to ICT developments.   

5.0.2 Some effective mechanisms. Significant exceptions were Universities E and H, where there 
was a clear strategy and process for evaluation at University level, including the establishment of 
research teams to carry this out. Both these institutions had a number of ICT (or VLE) specific 
evaluation processes in place, and this approach was integral to the corporate strategy on, and 
implementation of, the VLE in each case. University M had also established an interesting evaluation 
process for its VLE, in cooperation with another institution, and University J carried out an evaluation 
of its VLE at the end of the first year of operation, although subject staff seemed unaware of this. 
University F had evaluation built in to its VLE development, but the project was at a very early stage. 
Elsewhere, evaluation had been linked to specific projects, where formal evaluation reports were a 
condition of the funding (TLTP, JISC, ESF). 

5.0.3 Ineffective approaches to sharing good practice. Most of the universities reported similar 
mechanisms for the internal sharing of good practice, including: annual learning and teaching 
conferences; the publishing of lists of good practice identified in various ways (such as peer 
observation, internal and external subject review); in-house publications. Except where the conference 
had a specific VLE/ICT strand, there was little evidence to suggest that these were really effective 
mechanisms, given the lack of focus.  

5.0.4 Some effective approaches. However, it did appear that some mechanisms had been more 
effective: in those institutions where staff had been seconded as ‘champions’ (Teaching Fellows, 
Directors of Learning and Teaching, Educational Technologists), with part of their role being 
specifically to disseminate good practice, there was evidence that this had been effective, as at 
Universities C, D, E and H.  

5.0.5 Dissemination outside the institution. With regard to external dissemination, one of the 
lessons learnt from the TLTP experience had relevance to the issue of sharing good practice. In 
developing new cooperative projects, three institutions had had much more contact with other 
departments than was the case for some early projects, to ensure from the outset that materials would 
be used outside the institution where they were developed.  

5.0.6 LTSN and subject associations. Experience of the influence of subject-based associations 
and the Learning and Teaching Support Networks (LTSN) was mixed. In Classics, the opportunities 
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offered by the LTSN and the discipline association for the dissemination of good ICT practice 
appeared not to be particularly effective. In Education, subject (research-based) networking was seen 
as functioning effectively and LTSN as a significant force for the dissemination of good practice. While 
generally positive mention was made in a few other cases of LTSN, there was no direct evidence of its 
dissemination function operating effectively.  

5.0.7 QAA and dissemination of good practice. The same was true for QAA subject review: 
despite the listing in at least one institution of QAA commendations, there was no evidence that there 
had been any resultant ‘sharing of best practice’ either within or between institutions. The QAA review 
was mentioned by interviewees only when a specific question was asked, but in no case was there 
any evidence to suggest that it had led to good practice being disseminated beyond the Department. 
Indeed, it seemed clear that institutions tended to focus more on those areas where a subject had 
been found wanting than on areas of good practice. 

 
Detailed findings 
 
5.1 Absence of structured evaluation. It was evident from the text of University A’s new e-learning 
Strategy that there had to date been very little structured evaluation by the University of the 
contribution of ICT to the learning and teaching process. At Department level, although students 
completed module questionnaires at the end of the semester, these only had a very general question 
about the student intranet. Students themselves reported that the only ICT-related issues raised at 
staff-student meetings were about resources. There was no evidence that time had been devoted by 
the Department to evaluating the role and value of ICT in the learning process or considering how ICT 
might be further integrated into the curriculum and its delivery. The main reason for this would seem to 
be the competing pressures, especially of research: 

‘ It’s a Catch 22: it’s not overly bureaucratic to put together a bid to TID Committee, but even the day it might 
take to fill in the form, especially when you’ve got your HRB form to fill in... generally people say, get your HRB 
form in.’ (Interviewee A1) 

5.2  Dissemination of good practice. The Learning and Teaching Strategy for 1999-2003 included 
two objectives regarding the dissemination of good practice: 

- The Teaching Innovation and Development Committee (TID) will ...continue to disseminate good 
practice through its annual conference... 

- The University ... will disseminate good practice arising from [QAA] visits  

From 1998 onwards, the TID Committee had compiled an annual digest of good learning and teaching 
practices in departments undergoing either internal review or QAA subject review. This consisted of a 
list posted on the website, under the six headings used in QAA subject reviews, followed by a table of 
projects funded by the TID Committee, with an invitation to contact a named individual for further 
information. Another web site provided the programme of the University’s annual conference and a 
summary of the report of the proceedings. The 2001 conference attracted 96 participants, including 
some from six partner institutions. Topics suggested for future conferences included ‘on-line learning: 

experiences and staff development needs’. The 2002 conference (a half-day event) took as its main 
focus Enterprise and Key Skills. 

5.3 Limited effectiveness.  Whilst the University thus had some mechanisms for the dissemination of 
good practice, their ineffectiveness may perhaps be judged by the e-learning Strategy’s analysis of the 
current situation regarding ICTs: 

- A bottom-up approach to initiatives, which has led to disparity in online provision across        
departments 
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- Pockets of expertise and good practice (Psychology; Archaeology; Economics; Electronics) 

- Elsewhere, a lack of expertise and resources, in particular within the humanities 

- Piecemeal development of projects 

Interviewee A1 (Senior Lecturer in Archaeology) indicated that the QAA report’s positive evaluation of 
the Department’s use of ICT had been ‘promoted internally through various fora’. But no formal approaches 
had been made to take advantage of this expertise until very recently, when he was interviewed for a 
report, in a new in-house Newsletter, about Archaeology’s student intranet – some five years after it 
was introduced. 

5.4  Interviewee A1 felt that discipline conferences were a means of sharing good practice and 
suggested that the LTSNs ‘probably have a role [in dissemination] as well’. However, he could cite no 
examples of either leading to contacts with the Department about its good practice. One of the lessons 
learnt from the Department’s TLTP experience had relevance to the issue of sharing good practice. In 
developing the new project (JISC 5/99) for web-based tutorials, there had been much more contact 
with the departments involved in piloting the materials during the development process. Their 
comments about how they would use the tutorials had ‘steered the Department to some extent’ in 
developing them.  

5.5 The Learning and Teaching Strategy of University B stated that the University’s main priority was 
‘to implement good practice more consistently across the institution’, noting that the University could currently 
‘boast many examples of existing good practice’, but it did not make clear how such examples of good 
practice were to be identified, evaluated and disseminated. 

5.6  Central and departmental evaluation. Interviewee B1 (Senior Lecturer in Dentistry) had no 
knowledge of any university mechanism for evaluating the effectiveness of ICT provision. At Faculty 
level, he was aware of an ICT Committee, but did not know if the Committee undertook evaluations. 
Within the Department, the staff undertook annual course (module) review, including student 
questionnaires. Students confirmed that these questionnaires asked for feedback on the computer-
aided learning (CAL) packages. Although third year students were not aware of what happened in 
response to their feedback, fifth year students reported that staff did indicate informally where changes 
had been made in response to past student comments. For example, the introduction of CAL materials 
on CD was in response to student requests, because they could not access the intranet from off 
campus. Changes to content were also made after analysing student test results to see where further 
CAL support was needed. 

5.7 Dissemination. The University’s Strategy identified the educational development unit (EDU) as 
responsible for identifying and disseminating good practice. When questioned about the mechanisms 
for dissemination of good practice, Interviewee B1 again reported that he had no idea of what these 
might be, and commented on the sense of isolation he felt with regard to teaching practices.  

5.8 Outside the University, personal contacts had led to two other dental departments adopting some 
of the CAL software. A more formal route for sharing ICT-based materials had arisen through the 
establishment of a national Steering Group for the teaching of Intravenous Sedation. A working party 
produced agreed core material –‘in effect, the IV Sedation Bible’ – and then agreed on the delivery method 
by intranet and CD, incorporating video clips and hyperlinks to additional material. Several centres 
would be using the package once it was produced by University B, as a result of a development 
process which avoided the problems of disseminating materials which were not tailor-made to an 
institution’s requirements.  

5.9  Absence of evaluation. The Head of Classics at University C and Interviewee C1 (Lecturer in 
Classics) were very unsure about whether or, if so, how evaluation of the contribution of ICT was 
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carried out by the University, although it seems possible that this could be included in periodic review. 
He admitted that preparation of the Self-evaluation Document for QAA was the only time when the 
Department had focused on self-evaluation. Interviewee C1 indicated that annual evaluation took 
place on a module-by-module basis, rather than across the programme. Staff and students agreed 
that ICT was not directly addressed in evaluation questionnaires. Interviewee C1 did, however, 
reported that some feedback from students and reflection by staff had led to a change in the structure 
of the first year modules to ensure further skills development in the second semester.  

5.10 Central dissemination mechanisms. University C’s strategy included in a list of activities 
contributing towards the goal of maintaining and enhancing the quality of learning and teaching the 
‘continued dissemination of examples of good practice’ and cited as mechanisms for this publications on 
“Good Practice in Teaching”, the Learning and Teaching Web Site, periodic review and meetings of 
Directors of Learning and Teaching. Of these, only the positive role of the latter within the School was 
referred to by staff when asked about mechanisms for dissemination. 

5.11 School-based dissemination. Nonetheless, Classics’ use of ICT in introductory modules had 
been successfully disseminated within the School to which Classics previously belonged. American 
and Canadian Studies had just adopted a similar model for a first year module. In the new School, 
where a number of subjects had a study tour as part of the curriculum, Classics’ approach to the 
preparation for and final report on this experience, which involved web-based group projects, was to 
be adopted more widely. The School mechanisms which, in addition to informal contacts between 
colleagues, facilitate this sharing of good practice included the annual module review process, lists of 
best practice arising from peer observation of teaching, and a School Learning Resources Group, 
which collected information on departmental practices to share across the School. It would seem that 
these local mechanisms had been effective. Conversely, an Arts Learning and Teaching Colloquium, 
initiated two years ago, attracted between 30 and 40 people from a pool of some hundreds, so its 
effectiveness was questionable. 

5.12  LTSN and subject associations. Interviewee C1 (Lecturer in Classics) was aware of a 
colloquium organised quite recently by the Learning and Teaching Support Network (LTSN) on 
Classics and IT, although as it was held in Glasgow in term-time, he had not been able to attend. He 
had attended a number of LTSN events, but nothing on ICT. He did not think that the Council of 
University Classics Departments (CUCD) dealt with ICT. This chimed with a conclusion in the QAA 
Classics and Ancient History Overview Report: 

‘Innovations in teaching and assessment tend to be the result of individual initiatives and are [not] well 
disseminated, both within and between institutions. Opportunities offered by, for example, the LTSN and the 
CUCD, for the dissemination of good practice and innovations in teaching, are not as widely employed as might 
be expected.’ (para. 21) 

5.13 School evaluation. University D’s Learning and Teaching Strategy document indicated that 
both the strategy itself and specific activities would be reviewed and evaluated by the Learning and 
Teaching Development Group. The main evaluation mechanisms identified by Education staff were 
student evaluations, annual course review, annual departmental review and Quadrennial Course 
Review by the Department.  The Student Handbook for the MEd in E-learning described the 
evaluation of modules: students and tutors ‘collectively offer our views on various aspects of our experience’ of 
the module and ‘from this, collectively plan for and design the next module’ (Handbook). The only student from 
the e-learning programme whom we interviewed could not recall being asked to provide evaluative 
feedback at either module or programme level. 

5.14 Project evaluation. The E-learning (TLTP 90) project, which was closely linked both to the MEd 
and to staff development in the School and University more widely, was subject to formal evaluation 



 

 
 
 

47 
 

by the staff conducting the project. The Final Project Report described the evaluation process, 
including data collected from interviews and questionnaires, on-line discussions, focus groups and 
collaborative team review. One of the achievements of the project was seen as its impact on both 
policy and practice in respect of the use of e-learning at University D. 

5.15 Internal and external dissemination. In addition to the School’s own staff development activity 
(reported in 4.7 and 4.8 above), a number of university mechanisms were cited as furthering 
dissemination: annual course and departmental reviews reported to Faculty, at which stage good 
practice was identified; an annual conference organised by the Learning and Teaching Development 
Group, attended by 50 to 75 people (on average one or two per department), at which Interviewee D1 
(SL in Education) had made presentations on his work; and the Learning Media Unit, which provided a 
central service for all multi-media and web-based development work. Interviewee D2 (Programme 
Leader) reported her experience that this body was effective in disseminating information between 
departments. Faculty Directors of Learning and Teaching were also felt to play an important part in 
this respect. 

5.16  Interviewee D1 considered that educational subject networking functioned effectively through a 
number of fora. These included specifically the Networked Learning Research Group, which organises 
international conferences; national and European research projects, bringing together academics from 
different institutions; and programmes run through the LTSN. 

5.17  Continuity between strategy, implementation and evaluation. One of the basic subject-level 
quality control mechanisms at University E was to administer student questionnaires at the end of 
each module. In addition to module-specific questions, students were invited to say what the best and 
worst aspects of the module were. Staff reported that the VLE was quite often cited as one of the 
positive features of a module. A recent evaluation project, concerned with improving student retention, 
involved focus groups where second year students reflected on their first year experience. They 
suggested that the VLE should be made available before students arrived, to give them an idea of 
what it would be like when they came to the University. The Faculty was experimenting with this. 

5.18 In addition to module and school mechanisms, the EDU undertook an annual survey of students 
and staff where they focused on various aspects of the VLE, how it had been used and what student 
reactions were. A significant initiative was the recent appointment of a research team of three people 
specifically to look at the role of the VLE in relation to the goal of widening participation and supporting 
students from diverse backgrounds. The University was investigating students before they came to the 
University and while on course, and one of the main roles of the research team was to evaluate, over 
three years, how the VLE was being used and how effective it was.  The team was also starting to 
interview staff in depth about how they were developing their VLE modules and how they perceived 
the VLE.   

5.19 It was clear that a serious and coherent effort was being made to evaluate the role of ICT at this 
institution, doubtless facilitated by the centrally driven and coordinated approach to its implementation. 
There was here an unusually clear continuity between strategy, implementation and evaluation in 
relation to ICT in learning and teaching. Nevertheless, staff did not think that the University had noted 
the positive comments in the QAA report about subject use of ICT: the main focus was on how 
subjects could improve areas where points had been lost, not on areas of positive comment. 

5.20  Dissemination linked to staff development. At University level, the question of dissemination 
of good practice was closely tied to staff development in relation to the roll out of the VLE. One of the 
mechanisms for this had been to give staff access to modules already running on the VLE (‘exemplar 
modules’), which they would not normally be able to access. Recently, staff had been able to bid for 
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funding to redevelop their early VLE modules, with the quid quo pro that these would then be available 
as exemplar modules. Like most of the universities in this project, University E organised an annual 
learning and teaching event; this had a VLE thread where staff, both internal and external, discussed 
their experience of using the VLE. 

5.21  Importance of Faculty influences. There were important links between University and Faculty 
levels: each Faculty had a member of staff seconded (part-time) to the EDU and another seconded to 
a second unit concerned with learning and teaching, with the two secondees often working together. 
This was seen as an important route for dissemination, together with the Faculty Learning and 
Teaching Committee, which linked upwards to the university-level committee and cascaded down to 
School committees.  In practice, sharing of good practice seemed to work effectively because the 
Faculty EDU representative was pro-active with regard to dissemination: she knew what 
developments were taking place within subjects and undertook to suggest to other areas/module 
leaders that they should try incorporating developments which had proved effective elsewhere. At 
School level, sharing of good practice was felt to mainly informal, although once per semester the 
School’s research seminar was devoted to learning and teaching topics. Externally, maths staff were 
quite active in the LTSN, but there was no evidence of the role of this network in dissemination. 

5.22  Absence of evaluation.  Interviewees F1 and F2 (Head of Department and Lecturer in Nursing) 
did not consider that the role of ICT had to date been seriously evaluated at University F. Although 
each programme produced an annual evaluation report, it was not felt that specific attributes of a 
programme, such as use of ICT, would be singled out for examination, unless there was a significant 
strength or major problem. ICT issues would generally be subsumed under learning resources or 
learning and teaching. Up to the present time, the institution had not had a process of annual or 
periodic institutional review, where such features might be picked out for attention.  

5.23 At central level, one of the responsibilities of the team of Learning Technologists was to evaluate 
progress in the implementation of the VLE. This was at a very early stage and evaluation would be 
premature at this stage, but the earlier development of a student intranet was based on evaluation by 
the users, with subsequent modification to meet their needs. 

5.24  Dissemination undeveloped. Despite the awareness-raising presentations delivered to a 
majority of the institution’s departments and annual learning and teaching conferences, Interviewees 
F1 and F2 felt that dissemination of good practice was a weak area. Attendance at the conference 
was seen as dependent on all kinds of external factors and hence not a reliable mechanism. The 
predecessor of the educational development unit was felt not to have been effective and the new unit 
was too new to judge; staff were unclear about the role of a recently established Learning and 
Teaching Forum. There was felt to be a gap between the Strategy and individuals in departments 
carrying on good practice, and they were not aware that good practice signalled in QAA subject review 
reports was picked up in any way. Overall, these staff did not think that there was a mechanism for 
serious and structured input of good practice into departments and faculties. Our own inspection of the 
institution’s web site and of the strategy documents made available did not reveal any strong 
processes for dissemination of good practice. 

5.25  Limited evaluation and dissemination. At University G, there had not yet been any specific 
evaluation of the use of the VLE, although this was not surprising given that the initiative was still at an 
early stage. There were regular staff-student liaison committee meetings within the Department, 
although Interviewee G1 (Lecturer in Sport Sciences) was unaware of whether they gave systematic 
attention to the use of ICT. She did confirm that there was an explicit question on ICT in the module 
evaluation questionnaires completed by students and felt that the inclusion of ICT in the student 
questionnaire was sufficient to ensure that ICT was evaluated at module level and in the module 
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overview report. The standard pro forma used for the latter had no explicit requirement to comment on 
ICT, although the section on Teaching, Learning and Assessment invited comment on innovations. 
There was an annual teaching and learning symposium within the institution, organised by the EDU. 
This now included a consideration of effective practice in the use of ICT and Interviewee G1 had been 
invited to make a presentation in the Summer 2003 symposium.   

5.26 Well-developed evaluation and dissemination. There had been, within University H, 
substantial evaluation and dissemination of initiatives involving the VLE. Institutional evaluation had 
led to some revisions to the running of the VLE, offering more flexible use by lecturers, while some 
features of screen presentation were standardised. A new Pro Vice-Chancellor had initiated a large 
scale evaluation; the likely outcomes would include the strengthening of the Teaching Fellows’ role. 
Statistically based research had been completed annually from all modules and was presented to the 
institution’s Teaching, Learning and Assessment Committee. Two researchers had been appointed to 
undertake an overall evaluation of the VLE site and its use. Under the auspices of the EDU, seven 
staff members seconded to support learning and teaching developments and the eight Teaching 
Fellows produced an annual Review of the Year Report, which reviewed progress and evaluated the 
impact and the limitations of the work undertaken to date. The report for 2000-01 was thorough and 
informative, including reports on the completed projects and a review of progress in respect of the 
VLE. There was some routine monitoring of ICT activity through module evaluations; the process 
should be helped by the recent addition of a specific question on the adequacy of ICT provision in the 
student questionnaire.  

5.27 The role of the Teaching Fellows included a specific responsibility for disseminating policy and 
successful practice and they had also published research extensively in relation to learning and 
teaching. The institution organised an annual learning and teaching conference, which was open to all 
staff and included sessions on ICT-related developments. Interviewee H3 (SL in Art and Design) made 
the point that in a large institution, dissemination was a problem and an issue. 

5.28 Evaluation of VLE. University J produced a major evaluation of its VLE in June 2001, a year 
after its introduction. The report included the following among its outcomes: 35 per cent of academic 
staff across the institution had been trained in using the system; some 80 per cent of level one 
economics students had accessed the VLE over the Christmas 2000 period; 80 per cent of staff 
survey respondents rated the value of the VLE (as an aid to teaching and learning) as excellent or 
very good. Student respondents highlighted many positive features of the VLE, but felt that its future 
effectiveness would depend on a wider uptake across the institution (Report June 2001).   

5.29 A question on the usefulness of the VLE site was included in all student module feedback 
questionnaires. Module leaders produced a module report each year, following a meeting of all staff 
teaching on the module. Interviewee J2 stated that this would typically include the use and 
effectiveness of ICT in the delivery of the module, but the report format did not require an explicit 
response on this or on the effectiveness of the VLE. He was not aware of whether the institution cited 
the Department’s use of ICT as good practice or not.  

5.30  The institution had hosted three annual VLE-based conferences. The third, in 2002, involved 
around 180 delegates from across the UK and was titled: My institution: sharing good practice. It was 
aimed at disseminating the accumulating experience of academic and technical staff in the use of the 
VLE. The conference was advertised by the VLE company, and focused on the sharing of ideas, from 
technical tips and tricks through to pedagogic good practice. The conference involved some 30 papers 
from VLE users in the UK, invited speakers, and practical workshops. The workshops included the use 
of discussion boards online and the use of the VLE with hand-held devices. However, neither the VLE 
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evaluation report nor the VLE conference was mentioned by the interviewees in University J.  

5.31 Project-specific evaluation. A condition of European Social Fund support was that there must 
be a formal evaluation of the animation project at University K. Once the evaluation had been 
completed and approved, Interviewee K1 (Research Fellow, Art and Design) would use the outcomes 
to help formulate a business plan for the future development and funding of the next stages of the 
project  

5.32  Routine evaluation. In University L, the evaluation and dissemination of ICT had been part of 
the routine internal quality mechanisms except in the case of the TLTP initiative, where one of the 
funded elements was related to evaluation and dissemination. It was a requirement of the TLTP 
consortium that all of the packages produced within the partner institutions were distributed to others 
and were integrated into the curriculum, with an evaluation of their use. The main evaluation of the 
dispensing program had been through student response questionnaires. The student response had 
been ‘extremely favourable’. The School had, according to Interviewee L1 (SL in Pharmacy), also drawn 
extensively on good practice in ICT work from elsewhere within the institution in developing its own 
approaches. In exemplification of this, he cited web-based learning, particularly putting packages on to 
the web.      

5.33 Distinctive model for central evaluation. The funding for University M from the Joint 
Information Systems Committee (JISC) was linked to the provision of an agreed process of formal 
evaluation and report. Interviewee M1 (Academic Development Co-ordinator) concluded that there 
had been less formal evaluation within the institution than was needed, in part because of the longer-
than-expected time taken to involve academic staff in the VLE initiative. However, the current strategy 
included a distinctive model of inter-institutional evaluation. The model involved an arrangement with a 
similar, but geographically distant, UK institution, under which the partner institution would appoint an 
evaluator from amongst its staff to report on the VLE development at University M, while University M 
would reciprocate by making a similar appointment to evaluate the development at the partner 
institution. The institution had already reflected on its choice of VLE, with presentations made at 
conferences and a small number of research papers published on the VLE. To date, evaluation had 
been largely descriptive, rather than analytical. The institution had run an annual one-day Teaching 
and Learning Conference, to which Interviewee M2 (SL, Biomedical Sciences) had presented her 
experience of pedagogic use of ICT.  

5.34 Interviewee M1 pointed to careful evaluation at module level, as part of routine monitoring. 
Module leaders were required to comment within their monitoring reports on learning and teaching and 
on any new approaches and developments, but there was no specific requirement to talk about the 
VLE. At School and subject levels, coordination and evaluation had, according to Interviewee M2, 
been ‘fluid.’  A teaching and learning group for science had not been useful; there had been little 
coordination of the various developments. Although there had been a relatively small group of staff 
working on ICT developments, there appeared to have been little communication between them on 
sharing or disseminating their experiences. A recently established Learning Enhancement Committee 
had the potential to improve things and feed into the equivalent institutional committee. 
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6. Key messages for the successful implementation of ICT 
 
This section comprises a brief response to the four main questions in the research proposal (points 
6.1 to 6.4), drawing on the content of this report and its supporting evidence, plus an identification of 
some of the practices that were becoming embedded within some of the initiatives in the study sample 
(point 6.5), and may be worthy of wider consideration.  

6.1 Research question 1. In HEIs where the teaching and learning strategy emphasises the role of 
ICT, how far have departments integrated ICT into their practice? 

The evidence of the study suggests that, within the initiatives in the sample, ICT was being 
successfully integrated into learning and teaching. This was happening more widely within those 
universities with a clear central commitment to ICT in their learning and teaching strategy, and a 
corporate approach to implementation. However, even in those universities with a corporate approach, 
the initiatives were generally pockets of enthusiastic activity, beyond which the involvement of 
academic staff was limited. For most staff, in most institutions, the use of ICT rarely went beyond the 
posting and retrieval of routine course information; many staff were not involved at all.  

6.2 Research question 2. In those departments where technology has been integrated into the 
teaching and learning process, is there evidence that ICT helps promote changes in students’ 
attitudes to learning, as they progress from one level to the next?   

It was clear that, for a small number of staff, the engagement with ICT had resulted in significant 
changes to their approaches to teaching. While workloads had not reduced, the balance between 
different teaching methods had shifted, with, for example, more time given to interaction with individual 
students. Typically, improvements were claimed to have taken place in terms of additional activities, 
planning and preparation, and the range and quality of teaching materials. From the students’ point of 
view, the use of ICT had a significant effect on their learning in a number of ways. It was facilitating 
independent learning, while the ability to work at their own pace and their own time was appreciated 
by students for its flexibility and the opportunity to revisit course material, to reinforce classroom 
learning or for purposes of revision. Students with learning difficulties, those with disabilities and part-
time students seemed to derive particular benefit, while ICT-related approaches had also had notable 
benefits for students dealing with traditionally dry or difficult subject content. The most consistently 
valued feature for students was the immediate access they had to a vast range of up-to-date 
materials, including electronic journals, through the Internet. Given the importance attached to the use 
of ICT for accessing information, it was perhaps surprising that few universities appeared to include 
structured tuition for students on how to make effective use of the Internet for information searches in 
the subject area. Students were not consistently persuaded that ICT had a substantial impact on their 
approach to learning and were generally more sanguine than their more enthusiastic lecturers.   

6.3 Research question 3. How, and to what extent, have examples of good practice in ICT been 
disseminated within and between departments (and/or within subject communities) and what role have 
the quality management and enhancement arrangements at departmental, faculty and institutional 
level played in facilitating this process? 

The evidence of the study paints a disappointing picture for this question. In part, this was because 
monitoring and evaluation had not, as yet, provided the body of evidence on which dissemination 
might be based. Generally, significant and sustained evaluation of the contribution of ICT to the 
learning process had not yet been carried out systematically. There were some initiatives in train, 
including external and internal evaluations of the operation of virtual learning environments. All of the 
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universities in the study had clear routine monitoring and evaluation mechanisms in place, although in 
most cases they did not incorporate an explicit requirement to comment on ICT in learning and 
teaching.  

One of the most effective mechanisms for internal dissemination was the use of academic staff as 
‘champions,’ providing they received appropriate time and institutional support. Externally, some 
dissemination was taking place through the academic subjects, although this appeared to be limited. 
The dissemination function of Teaching and Learning Technology Programme (TLTP) initiatives had 
been limited and, in some cases, short term. There was some evidence of the positive role of Learning 
and Teaching Support Networks (LTSN), although overall it was not sufficient to suggest that it was 
disseminating good ICT practice systematically or effectively.  

6.4 Research question 4. Given the range of subjects surveyed by the QAA, to what extent do 
these differences impact upon the integration of ICT into the curriculum? 

The study offers evidence of distinctive subject-specific developments, although these appeared to be 
less influential than the generic matters summarised under 6.2, plus the impact of electronic 
communication. Perhaps the most significant distinction came in the real or perceived differences 
between those subjects that deal largely with facts, and those that deal largely with individual 
expression. The most comprehensive subject developments in the sample, which included 
assessment arrangements, were in Economics, Sciences and Mathematics. However, the very 
different initiatives seen in Art and Design and Classics, for example, suggest that ICT offers more 
scope for learning and teaching within the arts and humanities than was recognised by many staff.  

 

6.5 Potential good practice worthy of wider dissemination 

6.5.1  Some of the initiatives in the study included use of ICT to promote group interaction, although 
this was by no means universal. For example, the management of one online discussion group in 
University H seemed to have resulted in improved contributions and dynamics compared with some 
conventional group activities. The lecturer was clear that the approach had contributed to the rigour of 
student discussions; had encouraged constructive criticism between students; had led to students 
advising each other and monitoring their own progress; had increased sensitivity and respect for other 
group members in an electronic environment; and had discouraged the establishment of hierarchies. 
An additional benefit of online group work appeared to be the improved contribution from less 
confident students, including some of those with learning difficulties. At University C, staff had used 
ICT to integrate the acquisition of subject knowledge and key skills, including group work. 

6.5.2  While not all of the academic staff interviewed supported the idea of providing lecture notes and 
handouts on the web in advance of the timetabled lecture, around half of those interviewed, plus many 
students, articulated the benefits of this approach. The evidence suggests that it did not lead to a 
lowering of student attendance at the lectures, but rather it allowed them to come better informed and, 
because they were freed from note taking, be more engaged. Lecturers cited as a major advantage 
the freedom it gave them to concentrate on important concepts during their presentations, without the 
need to dwell on routine facts or check on note taking.    

6.5.3  In four of the universities, active use was being made of the facility, available with the VLE 
platforms, to monitor student online activity and comprehension. This monitoring had enabled staff to 
intervene and advise individual students or introduce extra support, through teaching sessions, for the 
whole group. It was also allowing lecturers to give prompt feedback to individual students or the whole 
group on their performance.  
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6.5.4  Linked to the above point, the perception of some lecturers was that the closer monitoring had 
given added value to individual tutorial exchanges, whether conducted online or face-to-face. The 
advance insight into what the student had being doing was leading to more careful preparation and a 
more focused tutorial agenda.   

6.5.5  The study did not set out to address specific issues of retention, widening participation, 
employability or disability. Nonetheless, the practices described in 6.5 above were relevant, in the 
minds of some staff, to supporting those agendas and might be more widely considered in those 
contexts. Students were said to feel more confident to perform to their potential in what they perceived 
as a safe learning environment, without the pressures from peers and staff of some conventional 
group learning situations.  

6.5.6  It was clear from the study that students felt better able to take advantage of ICT approaches to 
learning when they had been given tuition beyond the technical. Students were not always given 
formal tuition on the rules, responsibilities and protocols of electronic learning and communication, nor 
of how to be discriminating in their interrogation of information from the web. An interviewee from 
University C described the need for ‘guided gateways to the Internet’, to enable students to move forward 
independently.  
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Annex 1:  Research Instruments 
 
 
1a:  Initial letter to QA contact at universities 
 
1b: Questionnaire to Department 
 
1c: Staff Interview Template 
 
1d: Student Interview Template 
 
1e: Student Questionnaire 
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Annex 1a 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
Dear    
 
 
Good Practice in the Enhancement of Teaching and Learning through ICT  
 
 
As longstanding QAA Review Chairs, we are undertaking a research project based on good practice 

identified in QAA Subject Review reports. This project is funded by the DfES and carried out on behalf 

of the National ICT Research Centre. We are approaching the University because our analysis of 

Subject Review reports from 1998-2001 has identified [insert subject(s)] as among those subjects 

where reviewers found evidence of good practice in the development and use of ICT.  

 

The project will seek to determine the answers to the following questions: 

 
• In HEIs where the teaching and learning strategy emphasises the role of ICT, how far have 

departments integrated ICT into their practice? 
  

• In those departments where technology has been integrated into the teaching and learning 
process, whether there is evidence that ICT helps promote changes in students’ attitudes to 
learning, as they progress from one level to the next. It may be, for example, that ICT serves 
mainly as a productivity tool – a way of getting through work more quickly and accessing 
materials more easily – but it may also be the case that, when used in the right pedagogical 
context, it plays a more significant role.  

 
• How, and to what extent, examples of good practice in ICT have been disseminated within 

and between departments (and/or within subject communities) and what role the quality 
management and enhancement arrangements at departmental, faculty and institutional level 
have played in facilitating this process. 

 
• Research has indicated that there are some significant differences in the ways in which 

different academic disciplines approach teaching and learning. Given the range of subjects 
surveyed by the QAA, to what extent do these differences impact upon the integration of ICT 
into the curriculum? 

 
 
We are approaching you, as the main QA contact within the University, to ascertain whether the 

subject concerned is still active in this area of teaching and learning development and whether staff 

would be prepared to participate in the research. Participation would involve two one-day visits by one 

of us to the Department and access to the following materials and activities: 

• The University’s and Department’s teaching and learning strategies 
• Course descriptions and materials 
• Interviews with students and staff 
• Observations of student use of ICT for learning 
• Issuing questionnaires to students. 

 
It is our intention to look in detail at only one subject within each selected institution. 
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If you feel that the University would be prepared to participate in this research project, we should be 

most grateful if you could provide us with the name of an individual member of staff (Head of 

Department or other) within the relevant departments, so that we may approach them directly. You 

might also wish to tell us if there are other subject areas where the use of ICT is well-developed. It 

would be most helpful if you could reply (to either one of us) by 5 October. 

 

 

Yours sincerely 
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Annex 1b 

A research project funded by the DfES and carried out on behalf of the National ICT Research 
Centre 

 

 

Questionnaire  1 

Follow-up to the initial invitation to HEIs. Purpose: to confirm the nature of the provision and 
the status of ITC within the approaches to learning and teaching  
 

Institution: 

 

 

Department/subject area: 

 

 

Agreed contact/respondent (name and title/role): 

 

Date of response: 

 
Thank you for expressing a willingness to contribute to the above research project. It would be helpful if 
you could complete the following brief questionnaire. The purpose of the questionnaire is to help 
determine the extent of your ICT-related learning and teaching and to assist in the planning of the next 
stage of the project, which will include visits to participating institutions. Thank you for your continued 
cooperation. 
  
Could you please respond to the brief set of questions on pages 2 and 3. Where the questions do not ask 
for detail, a simple ‘yes’ or ‘no’ answer will suffice at this stage. The completed questionnaire may be 
returned in electronic or paper form. Please return to:  
 
 
 

The aim of the research project: 
The project will seek to provide a response to the following (abbreviated) questions: 
  
• In those HEIs where the learning and teaching strategies promote the role of ICT, how far have 

departments  and subject areas integrated ICT into their practice? 
  
• In those departments/subject areas where technology has been integrated into the learning and teaching 

process, is there evidence that ICT helps promote changes in students’ attitudes to learning?   
 
• How, and to what extent, has good practice in ICT been disseminated and how have quality management 

and enhancement arrangements facilitated this process? 
 
• To what extent have the different approaches to learning and teaching between academic disciplines 

influenced the integration of ICT into curricula and their delivery?  
 
1. 1.1 Do you think that there is sufficient ICT activity in the relevant department/subject area to make a 



 

 
 
 

58 
 

contribution to the aims of the research project (see above)? If the answer is ‘yes’-  
 
 

 

 

1.1.2 Which awards/programmes in the subject area have the most substantial involvement with ICT in their 

delivery (learning and teaching)? 

 

 

 

 

 

1.1.3 What do you regard as the most significant feature(s) of your approach to ICT?  

 

 

 

 

 

1.1.4 Between November and Easter, are there likely to be ICT-based learning and teaching activities that could 

be attended/observed?  

 

 

 

 

1.1.5 If the answer to 1.1.4 is ‘yes’ are there particular dates when activities would lend themselves to such 

attendance/observation?    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1.2.1 Does the institution and/or subject area have an explicit learning and teaching strategy? If the 
answer is ‘yes’- 

 

 

1.2.2 Does the use of ICT operate within the context of the strategy? 

 

1.2.3 Does your institution operate a Virtual Learning Environment? If so, is it ‘off the peg’ or  designed in- 

 house? 

1.2.4 Have you benefited from TLTP funding? 
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1.3.1 How far is the use of ICT now embedded and/or integrated within the learning and 
teaching of the subject? 

 

 

1.3.2 Do you think that your approach to the use of ICT has led or is leading to changes in the attitude of 

students to their learning?    
 

 

 
 

 
 

1.4.1 Have your ICT strategies and/or outcomes been subject to internal or external 
evaluation? If the answer is ‘yes’-  

 

1.4.2 Is your use of ICT evaluated as part of the normal institutional quality monitoring arrangements?  

 

 

1.4.3 Have you reached a stage of drawing any general lessons from your use of ICT and have these 

been disseminated? 

 

1.4.4 If so, has dissemination been undertaken (please circle): 

  within the Faculty/School; across the institution; or  

         within the subject community, across a range of institutions? 

  

 

 

 

1.5.1 Have there been particular resource implications in your development of an ICT 
approach to learning and teaching?   

 

 

1.5.2 Has the development of ICT involved a resource strategy linked to learning and teaching? 
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1.5.3 Has the development of ICT been the subject of a distinctive resource initiative, either internal 

or external?  

 

 

1.5.4 If the answer to 1.5.3 is ‘yes’ is the initiative something you are able to discuss in contributing to 

the research project? Or is it sensitive and/or confidential?  
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Annex 1 c 

Interview 1 

Interviews with academic staff  
 

Institution: 

 

 

Department/subject area: 

 

 

Member(s) of Staff being interviewed (name(s) and title(s)/role(s)): 

 

 

 

2.1.0 Does the use of ICT operate within the context of a learning and teaching strategy? 

 

2.1.1 Does your institution and/or subject area have an agreed learning and teaching strategy? 

2.1.2 If the answer is yes, is the use and/or development of ICT explicit within the policy? 

2.1.3  Was the learning and teaching strategy a significant influence on the ICT activity and/or initiative under 

consideration? If so, how? 

2.1.4 Or was the initiative at the department or subject level (or would it have been), irrespective of central 

policy? 

  

2.2.0 What are the main characteristics of the ICT activity and/or initiative under consideration? 

 

2.2.1 What has been the catalyst/driver for the developments in ICT? 

2.2.2 Has the development of ICT been the subject of a specific initiative? 

2.2.3 Has the driver for ICT been internal to the department/subject area, or external? 

2.2.4 If external, what was the source (was it related to a TLTP project)? 

2.2.5 Was it important to have an external driver for ICT, or would the ICT developments have taken place               

without it? 

2.2.6 What are the main learning and teaching functions of ICT? Has the development of ICT 

approaches replaced more conventional approaches or is it additional to them? 
 

2.3.0 To what extent is ICT embedded and/or integrated within the learning and teaching of the subject? 

 
2.3.1 How many staff (what proportion) are directly involved in the use of ICT within their subject teaching? 

2.3.2 Has there been staff development activity to promote/enable the use of ICT? If so, how extensive are the 

opportunities? What is the take-up by staff?  

2.3.3 Has any such activity been within the Department/subject area or organised by/through a central unit ? 

2.3.4 Is the approach to ICT subject-specific or generic?  
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2.3.5 Have there been any distinctive subject-specific requirements and/or issues in the development 

of ICT? 
2.3.6 Can you cite specific examples of where the use of ICT has enhanced teaching? 

 
 

2.4.0 How (if at all) has ICT encouraged and/or led to changes in the attitude of students to their 
learning? 

 

2.4.1 What are the main uses of ICT by students in their learning (for example, is it as a productivity tool, to 

access and use information; as a method of learning etc)? Was this what you intended? 

2.4.2 Is there evidence of a change in attitude as students progress from level to level? 

2.4.3 Is it possible to cite examples of how ICT has led to an enhancement of learning?  

 (has such enhancement involved superficial or deep learning?) 

2.4.4 If there are examples, is it possible for you to formally test the enhancement?     

2.4.5 Do the examples of enhancement reflect your expected or intended outcomes? Have there been any 

incidental or unexpected outcomes? 

 

2.5.0 Have the ICT strategies and/or outcomes been evaluated and/or disseminated?   
    

 

2.5.1 Are there any arrangements in place to evaluate the ICT strategies and activities? If so: 

   a.  What are the arrangements? 

b. Are they formal or informal? 

c. Are they part of the normal institutional quality monitoring arrangements? 

     d.  What have been the main findings from the evaluation? 

     e.  Have any changes been made as a consequence of the evaluation? 

2.5.2 Is there a policy for and/or commitment to dissemination? 

a.  If so, is the policy and/or commitment an institutional or subject-level one?   

b. Are there defined mechanisms for identifying good practice in the use of ICT and for the 
       dissemination of any lessons learned? 

 

  c.  Are these mechanisms applied within the department/subject area? 

  d.  Are these mechanisms applied across the institution? 

   e.    Do these mechanisms allow for dissemination across the wider subject community in the UK and/or 

abroad? If so, what are the mechanisms? 

f. Did the reporting of ICT success in the QAA subject review result in recognition or positive 

action   (such as disseminating it as good practice) within your institution?   

 

2.6.0 What are the resource implications (human and physical) of developing an ICT approach 
to learning and teaching?   

 

2.6.1 Has the development of ICT involved a resource strategy linked to learning and teaching? 

2.6.2 What have been the main resource requirements? 
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2.6.3 How have these resources been funded? 

2.6.4 Has your development /use of ICT been restricted by resource considerations? 

 

2.7.0 What are the keys to success in the development of an ICT approach to learning and 
teaching? 

 

2.7.1 Overall, how successful do you believe your development of ICT has been?   

2.7.2 What do you regard as the most successful features of your ICT development? 

2.7.3  What do you regard as the most important factors that have contributed to the successes of 

your approach? 

2.7.4 What do you regard as the most significant factors that have hindered your development of ICT 

in learning and teaching?  

2.7.5 Have these been overcome and, if so, how?  

2.7.6 Overall, do you see any disadvantages in your development and use of ICT? 

 

2.8.0 Is there anything else you would like to add about your development and implementation 
of ICT in learning and teaching? 
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Annex 1d 
 

Interview 2 

Interviews with students  
 

Institution: 

 

 

 

Department/subject area: 

 

 

 

Student(s) being interviewed (names, award, level): 

 

 

 

How many student representatives in the group? 

 

 

 
3.1.0 Does the use of ICT operate within the context of a learning and teaching strategy? 

 

3.1.1 Are you aware of an agreed learning and teaching strategy at institution and/or subject area 

level? 

3.1.2 If so, is the use and/or development of ICT explicit within the policy? 

3.1.3 Does the use made of ICT in your subject seem to you consistent with the strategy ? 

 

 

3.2.0 What are the main characteristics of the ICT activity and/or initiative under consideration? 

 

3.2.1 Is ICT used in a class (i.e. tutor-led) environment or only in private study time? 

3.2.2 Is your use of ICT directed by staff? If so, how are you made aware of what is expected (e.g. module guide 

– print or web-page)? 

 

 

3.3.0 To what extent is ICT embedded and/or integrated within the learning and teaching of the subject?    

 

3.3.1 How many/what proportion of staff use ICT in their teaching? 

3.3.2 How many staff require students to use ICT as part of private/independent learning activities? 

3.3.3 What materials are you able to access d (e.g. lecture notes; module guide; CAL, etc)? 
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3.3.4 Do staff have an agreed approach to the use of ICT, or is the approach dependent upon individuals? 

3.3.5 Do you consider that the subject’s teaching has been improved by use of ICT? If so, in what ways? 

 

3.4.0 How (if at all) has ICT encouraged and/or led to changes in your attitude to learning? 

 

3.4.1 What are the main characteristics of ICT in relation to your learning (productivity tool, to access and use 

information; as a method of learning; revision; self-assessment etc)? 

3.4.2 Is ICT used in relation to any of your assessments?  

3.4.3 If so, what is their status (formative and/or summative)? What form do the assessments take (self-

assessment, quizzes, multiple answer questions etc)? Do they contribute to your overall module, year or 

award grades? 

3.4.4 Are you conscious of any changes in attitude towards learning as you and/or your fellow students progress 

from level to level? 

3.4.5 Is it possible to cite examples of how ICT has led to improvements in students’ approach to learning (yours 

or that of fellow students)?  

3.4.6 If there are examples, what makes you believe that the approach has improved, e.g have assessment 

results improved; seminars become more participative, etc?    

3.4.7 What types of ICT materials have you found most useful in your learning (e.g. Internet; CAL; lecture notes, 

tests and assessments etc)? 

 

 

3.5.0 Have the ICT strategies and/or outcomes been evaluated?          
 

3.5.1  

a.   Have you been asked to take part in any evaluation of the effectiveness of ICT use? 

 b. If so, what form did that take? (e.g meetings; questionnaires) 

 c. Do you know if this is part of the normal institutional quality monitoring arrangements? 

 d. What have been the main findings from the evaluation? 

  e. Have any changes been made as a consequence of the evaluation? 

3.5.2 Are you aware of any university/college mechanisms for identifying good practice in the use of ICT and for 

the dissemination of any lessons learned? 

 

 

3.6.0 What are the resource implications of developing an ICT approach to learning and 
teaching?   

 

3.6.1 Are you aware of a strategy for ensuring that students have timely access to the relevant resources 

(dispersed/central facilities, institution-wide access to relevant software, protected open-access times etc)? 

3.6.2 Do you normally have good/adequate/poor access to ICT resources? 

3.6.3 Are facilities and materials generally up-to-date and do they meet your requirements? 

3.6.4 Have you experienced problems in using ICT/getting access to facilities? If so, how have these 
been resolved? 

3.6.5 How are students introduced to and/or gain competence in the use of the available facilities and 
materials? Or do staff assume you already have adequate skills? 

3.6.6  Is the approach to ICT subject-specific or generic? Is there a VLE and if so, does it function effectively?  
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3.6.7 Have there been any distinctive subject-specific requirements and/or issues in the development of ICT? 

3.7.7 (Joint/Comb Hons students): do both/all of your subjects use ICT? Is the same approach adopted? 

3.7.0 Characteristics of success in the development of an ICT approach to learning and 
teaching? 

 

3.7.1 Overall, what are the most successful/valuable things for you, as a student, in the development 

and use of ICT in the teaching and in your own learning?  

3.7.2 What do you regard as the most important factors that have contributed to the successes of the 

approach to ICT in the department/subject area? 

3.7.3 What do you regard as the most significant factors that have hindered the use of ICT in either 

your learning or the teaching of the department/subject area?  

3.7.4 Have you been able to overcome these and if so, how?  

3.7.5 Overall, do you feel that use of ICT makes a significant contribution to your learning 

experience? 

3.7.6 Is there anything else you would like to add? 
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Annex 1e 
 
Questionnaire 2 (to be completed by Students) 
 
Dear Student- thank you for taking a few minutes to complete this questionnaire. Most questions only 
require a very simple answer, but any other comments you wish to add will be very helpful to the 
project. If a question is not applicable to you, please write N/A. 
 
Title of University/College:                                                  
 
 
Title of course/award:       Your year/level:  
 

1. In an average term-time week, how much time do you normally spend on ICT-based 
activities?               hours per week 
 

2. What proportion (%) of this is private activity (e.g emailing friends; surfing the Internet)           
% and what proportion is study-related?           % 

 
3. What proportion of your study-related ICT use is directed by tutors           % and what 

proportion is wholly independent (open) learning?            % 
 
4. Do you have your own PC? Yes/No  or lap-top? Yes/No   (Delete as appropriate) 

 
5. If you live in student accommodation: does your room have Internet access ?  Yes/No   

 
6. How easy is it for you to get access to computers at the University for your work? 

Indicate on the scale of 1 (very hard) to 5 (very easy)                                                         
 
       If you have experienced problems with access to university computers, please indicate briefly the 
nature of the problem (or state none): 
 
 
        

7.        Please number the following uses of ICT in order of their importance for your 
                    learning (1 is most important). If any are not applicable, indicate n/a: 

• access to information                
• group learning (e.g. module-related email discussion groups)           
• directed, individual learning (e.g. tutor-provided exercises; CAL)     
• independent (open) learning              
• assessment                

 
8.       Is ICT used for assessment?  Yes/No  If the answer is yes, is this for  coursework or 

examinations or both? (Please underline which) 
 
      9. Do you get feedback on this assessed work?  Yes/No   If the answer is yes, is it provided 

automatically, as part of the programme, or by teaching staff? 
  (Please underline which) 
 

10. How highly do you rate the use of ICT as a contribution to your learning process?  
                   Indicate on the scale of 1 (of no value) to 10 (extremely valuable)             
 

11.        Please add any comments you would like to make about the contribution of  ICT       to 
teaching and/or learning on your course (If you are completing a paper version of the 
questionnaire, please use the reverse of the sheet for your comments) 
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Annex 2: Statistical Data 
 
 
Figure 1a: Ownership of computers across universities 
 
 
Table 1b:  Ownership by university 
 
 
Figure 2a:  Ease of access to computers across universities 
 
 
Table 2b:    Ease of access by university 
 
 
Table 3:       Internet connection in university accommodation 


