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LOUGHBOROUGH UNIVERSITY:  Priority Activity Areas 2006-09
We have identified three priority activity areas.  They are interlinked and all three have a strong enhancement focus.  We wish it to be noted however that we are about to embark on a major update of our institutional strategic plan, and this process will clearly impact on our current learning and teaching strategy.  The action plans we are now submitting may therefore require adjustment over the funding period, to ensure that the best use is made of the strategic investment opportunities available through the TQEF.  

Student Engagement and Employability
Internal discussions have increasingly identified students’ engagement with their learning as a key issue.  Our progression and completion statistics are good, and we can be proud of our record in terms of student satisfaction, as evidenced by the results of the National Students Survey, as well as internal feedback.  However, we wish to develop a better understanding of students’ expectations of learning in HE so as to ensure that approaches to teaching and assessment continue to motivate and enthuse them.  Difficulties in this area will stand in the way of students meeting their full potential, and at the same time have an adverse effect on the partnership between students and staff.  Some of our future activities will depend upon the outcomes of further investigations, but we are already committed to improving support for students’ learning skills, including enhanced provision for study skills development.  Current study skills workshops are oversubscribed.  We will increase the number of workshops available, extend the range, and renew the associated materials.  

We propose to develop a University skills award, building on existing strengths across the support services, with a focus on skills for employment.  This will be of particular benefit to the students who do not already have a work placement opportunity; recognise non-academic and extracurricular experiences and link into personal development planning.  A working group has been established to consider the structure of the award with a view to running a pilot in 2007-08.  There is a need for additional resource to co-ordinate this work.
We see the high level of employability of our graduates as a distinctive feature of Loughborough and we are eager to enhance our work in this area by building even better links between our departments and employers.  We believe much can be done to assist departments in increasing contacts with industry in relation to the placement year and in involving employers directly in the curriculum, for example, through teaching fellowships, guest lectures, workshops or providing mentoring for student activities, or resources for projects, creating competitions for students or awarding prizes for excellence.  A successful appointment has been made in this area in the Loughborough Engineering CETL; we propose to make a similar appointment to support departments in the other faculties.  
We wish to support the involvement of Student Guidance and Welfare in two mentoring schemes which relate directly to the theme of supporting success and progression for students with diverse needs.  One is an ethnic minority careers mentoring scheme; the other will involve careers and counselling workshops for mature students.  We also propose to explore the possibility of expanding student-to-student mentoring activities on campus, building on interesting existing examples in several departments.  
e-learning

e-learning has been an important area of development for us over recent years and we see it as strategically essential that this continues.  Learn, our in-house VLE, is now beginning to fall behind provision elsewhere and in the medium term, it will cease to be competitive.  The University requires a VLE that is flexible, feature-rich and easy to use by academic staff who are the primary content suppliers.  Learn lacks an underlying database and some of the features VLE users now require, and potential students will expect.  We propose to replace Learn with an open source solution, specifically ‘Moodle’, which is a proven product, well established in the UK and internationally.  With the major redevelopment of the Student Information System currently underway, we have an excellent opportunity to ensure interoperability with all relevant University systems.  Work on the transition will begin in 2006/07 and we expect the new system to be ready for bulk use within 12-15 months.

Our strategy continues to be one of enhancing the student learning experience through blending online learning with more traditional approaches.  We believe this will sustain student engagement and enable students increasingly to manage their own learning.  A Moodle VLE will be significantly easier for academic staff to use than Learn, both in terms of mounting and maintaining basic resources and crucially introducing interactive features such as self-assessment questions, monitored group work, and integration of different media, as well as administrative support tools.  

We have successfully used TQEF funding in the past two years to provide academic staff with more direct support in developing online materials and resources.  We will continue to provide this support through the transition to a Moodle VLE, both to the minority of academic staff who are already ‘enthusiasts’, helping them to develop cutting-edge learning resources and processes, and equally to more basic providers, helping them to develop competence in Moodle to enrich their current provision.  

Staff Engagement
Our Professional Development unit will take forward work on the enhancement agenda, with three main areas of emphasis: transferring good practice, strategically driven initiatives, and Continuing Professional Development.

We have many examples of good practice in the University and we need to do more to share these practices more widely. We have learnt from our experience with numerous projects that the process of transferring practice is non-trivial, but we nevertheless see this as a valuable contribution to enhanced practice.  We have identified student engagement, employability and e-learning as priority activity areas; others are likely to emerge, often following further investigative work, and Professional Development will lead and support projects on these strategically driven themes.  CPD will be addressed alongside the standards agenda and will be linked to our development of new award and reward mechanisms.  We will continue our work on mechanisms for recording achievement.  

This focus on enhancement will be signalled – and supported – by a restructuring of our Professional Development unit to make the commitment to enhancement more explicit.

Centres for Excellence in Teaching and Learning
Loughborough has two CETLs.  We see them playing a key role in initiating and transferring useful practice in all the areas identified here.  They have strong links with institution-wide bodies such as Professional Development.  For example, a pedagogic researcher has been appointed within the Engineering CETL who is jointly managed with Professional Development.  A focus for this person’s work will be the links between research and teaching.

Mechanisms

An evaluation of previous funding streams strongly suggests that the most effective way of working is to provide staff time to support departmental engagement.  We therefore propose to spend most of the TQEF allocation on staff who will be located in faculties or central support services.  
Intended Impact on Students

The intended impact is indicated under each of the headings above, but in summary we aim to provide an environment characterised by positive engagement with the learning process, strong emphasis on enterprise and employability skills, and exposure to the benefits of e-learning.  We will continue to encourage students to participate in volunteering activities in the wider community.
1
2

