Teaching and Learning Committee - 14th March 2012
Electronic Submission and Feedback of student assignments
At the previous Teaching and Learning Committee (February 2012)  it was acknowledged there is growing interest in the University for using electronic means to submit student work, and also to provide feedback electronically. This was evidenced by:

• 
Student Union support for much greater use of electronic submission and feedback.

• 
The increased use by staff and students across the University of electronic submission and/or feedback.

• 
The support for electronic submission and feedback contained in the 
University’s draft ‘Principles of Good Assessment and Feedback’.

An overview of these practices within the University indicates that use of electronic submission is quite widespread — and virtually 100% in some curriculum areas. However, rates of use do vary across the institution, and this variability is evident within curriculum areas. The use of technology to support the provision of feedback is less widespread and more contentious amongst academic staff.

As a precursor to developing a more strategic approach in relation to these issues, staff in CERD have engaged in extensive discussions with academic colleagues both formally (for example through Teaching and Learning Committees) and informally. The purpose of these discussions has been to identify the key issues identified by staff, with a view to underpinning a more informed debate about the most effective ways to make progress in this area.  The following summary does not claim to reflect the balance of staff opinion, but it is based on extensive discussions about these issues.

There is no doubt that in many areas where electronic submission is used it has proven to be popular. Many of those who have made the change indicate they would not go back, whilst others report that the transition was easier than anticipated. Reported benefits:

• 
Reduction in management of paper — and a corresponding reduction of 
workload.

• 
Clear and transparent audit trails — making it easier to locate and track work 
and reducing the possibility of work being misplaced.

• 
Greater flexibility of hand-in times, with concomitant benefits for part- time 
and distance students.

• 
Specifically relating to feedback, a reported benefit was enhanced student 
satisfaction due to the elimination of illegible annotations and comments.

Where electronic submission has been adopted the feedback from staff has generally been positive. However, there remain concerns. Some of these are perceived (based on what staff expect electronic submission and/or feedback to involve) and others emerge from experience. These may be identified as:

• 
Costs of printing - where hard copies are printed following submission these 
costs are borne by faculties. A number of issues flow from this, and these need 
to be thought through.

• 
Increased workload - there are some divergent views here. It is generally 
considered that on-line marking takes longer - although some argued that


Benefits of being paperless compensate for this.

• 
Health and safety issues - many staff expressed strong views in this regard. 
They did not like extended hours marking at a computer screen. Printing hard 
copies to avoid this costs time and money.

• 
Impact on quality of feedback — this might be expected to be an issue, 
especially if extra time marking is traded off against less detailed comments. 
In the feedback from discussions this was not reported as an issue, and it may 
be that this is something that needs more thorough study. It is clearly an 
important issue, and arguably the most important issue. It may also be the case 
that less feedback, may be offset by better feedback. 
• 
Storage of work - there are variable practices here, and it is clear a more 
systematic approach is required so that quality box processes for example are 
not compromised.

• 
External examiner relations - not all external examiners wanted to receive 
work in electronic format.

There were mixed views as to whether electronic submission necessarily reduces the time taken to provide students with feedback. 
Summary
It is clear that there is considerable support amongst many staff for greater use of technology to support the submission and/or feedback of student work. However, there are a number of concerns and these need taking seriously. A view expressed by HLSS staff, that arguably captures a wider staff opinion:

It is clear that overall, colleagues want to ensure that they can apply the most effective processes and practices that will ensure appropriate quality of feedback, learning and assessment Whilst some are happy to mark online there are personal differences, practical issues and differences in assessment requirements, which require a flexible and varied approach. [my emphasis].

Given the complex nature of the issues involved, the need to recognise the specificities of context associated with particular subject areas and the need to recognise the role of professional judgement it is important to develop a strategy that promotes good practice, supports consistency in approach but takes account of local application. There can be no ‘one size fits all’ approach, and any attempt to impose a template would soon come unstuck in the face of local contextual differences in the way assessment processes are managed.

Recommendations:
In light of the above, I would like to make the following recommendations to the Committee (these represent a modification on the proposals presented at the

February Teaching and Learning Committee).

Teaching and Learning Committee encourages Schools to make the maximum use of electronic means to manage submission and feedback of standard paper based

assignments. In so doing, it recognises the need to reflect the specificities of local contexts and the important role of professional judgement.
• 
The Committee recognises that there are distinct issues as between submission 
and the provision of feedback and, in order to make the greatest progress most 
rapidly, suggests that electronic submission is accorded a priority.

• 
This process to be supported by CERD and the development of a set of ‘good 
practice guidelines’ to include issues such as assignment management storage 
etc.

• 
Each School to be approached this academic year by CERD colleagues to 
establish requirements in relation to electronic submission, and to identify 
what support might be required to help make progress in this area.

• 
The above to be accompanied by the provision of appropriate training, 
provided where possible in response to the specific needs identified by


Schools.

Howard Stevenson

CERD

March 2012

Virtual Learning Environment - Options appraisal
As per previous decisions of the Teaching and Learning Committee a group has been formed to undertake an options appraisal in relation to the University’s medium and long term VLE strategy. This is based on a recognition that the contract with the current provider of the University’s VLE is due for renewal in November 2014.  This makes it timely to look in depth at how the University might seek to develop its use of technology enhanced learning, and to evaluate what might be the most appropriate platform(s) to meet the University’s objectives.  The group consists of:

Howard Stevenson (CERD)

Andy Hagyard (CERD)

Lynne Berrie (ICT)

Tim Simmonds (ICT)

Ian Snowley (Library)

Heather Hughes (Academic staff)

Mark Swainson (Academic staff)

Jennine Fox (SU)

Drew Cook (interim Head of ICT) has expressed an interest in being involved and will be invited to all meetings, and a member of the Registry team will also be invited to join the group. So far the group has met twice. The group aims to develop and deliver a costed options appraisal with recommendation by summer 2012.

• 
This will be achieved by facilitating:


i.   Cross - university workshops


ii.  Market research


iii. Various suppliers presentations


iv.  Intelligence from other Universities


v.   Establishing an associated blog to gain wide participation


vi.  Regular monthly meetings as a minimum

Upon completion of the Options Appraisal (and depending on what the recommendation is):

• 
Allocate Budget

• 
Mobilise Replacement project

i. 
Establish project team & board

ii. 
Potential for EU tender process

iii. 
Refine business case

iv. 
Plan project — identify key stages

Immediate next steps:

In March and April steps taken to generate discussion and debate about the role, purpose, expectations of our VLE (current and future, ie assessments of current strengths and weaknesses plus ‘wish list’ for the future development). This discussion to be with targeted groups - staff, support services and students. However, use of internal communications will ensure that the whole university community is made aware of this issue and provided with an opportunity to contribute. A project blog has also been created to facilitate this, and this will be launched after the Easter break. The blog will include links to staff and student surveys as a means of capturing opinion.

Also:

1. Key systems integration dependencies and plans - by end April

2. Informal discussion with other institutions by own contacts - by end April

3. Next Meeting to collate information outlined above and discuss - end April

4. Supplier presentations / demos x 3 (BB, Moodle & Sakai -?) April

5. Site visits (to be arranged) report collation May

6. July agree way forward, present to SMT - seek approval for next stage

Howard Stevenson

CERD

March 2102

