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Notes of the StARs Forum – Friday 17th March 2017  

13.15 – 14.15 (RG008)  

Topic: Technology Enhanced Learning (TEL)  

  

Present:     

James Gunther – JG (Students’ Union Vice President Education)  

Ross Renton – RR (Pro Vice Chancellor Students)  

Val Yates – VY (Director of Access and Inclusion)   

Helen Scott – HS (Head of Psychology)   

Elizabeth Symonds – ES (Team Leader, Learning and Teaching Technology Unit)  

  

Also in attendance:  Sophie Williams (Students’ Union Chief Executive, taking notes)  

  

Welcome and Introductions:  JG welcomed everyone to the meeting and introduced the 

topic of Technology Enhanced Learning (TEL).   

  

Presentation from ES:  

Overview of TEL and what the University provides to students, including:  

(i) Core VLE (Blackboard), the hub automatically set up for students.  It is down to 

tutors to choose what they use when teaching;  

(ii) Supportive technology e.g. Turnitin (which runs off the VLE and detects 

plagiarism), Pebble pad and Turning Point;  

(iii) Recommended technology   

(iv) Recognised technology, including Facebook, Twitter, etc. which many tutors now 

use  

  

ES outlined that three years ago, a SAP (Students as Partners) project looked at Blackboard 

and held focus groups.  The analysis showed that students did not want a ‘flashy’ system but 

one that was easy to use, so a standard programme was developed.  All courses now have 

a minimum content on Blackboard, e.g. reading list links, assessment information etc.   

  

The TEL Unit are about to recruit students to do that exercise again and focus groups are 

planned for the 29th and 30th of March ES told STARS how to sign up. They are keen to see if 

the standards set 3 years ago are still valid as the University need to keep pace with what 

students want and need.   

  

Questions were then invited from StARs:   

  

Q1 Is Shibboleth tied to education services   

   

ES – Yes, it is all done in conjunction with IT and single sign on (referred to as Shibboleth).  ES 

confirmed they work with academic staff on how to make the most out of the system.   

  

RR asked students how consistently they felt Blackboard was being used across modules.  

  

Students felt there was inconsistency in usage and that some lecturers use it a lot more than 

others.  

  

Q2 Are there guidelines in place about when things should be posted as some information is 

posted the morning of the lecture which isn’t always helpful.   
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RR agreed consistency is key.  ES stated that academics are encouraged to upload 

documents in a timely manner before sessions as students like to make notes on them.  It was 

acknowledged that the University may need to be more prescriptive and revise the term, ‘in 

a timely manner’. Students suggested 48 hours before a session should be the standard 

given.  

  

One StAR mentioned that they get pre-recorded lectures and receive them after lectures 

which they find useful.  

  

A StAR mentioned an app used at Birmingham called ‘desk connect’ which has gone out of 

business now but it enabled you to look at learning recourses online and was accessible via 

mobile phone. ES was not aware of any apps in discussion but confirmed that Blackboard 

does have a mobile friendly search function. The University also promote the use of 

Mendelay which is a referencing tool. ES suggested that, as there are many apps available, 

it may be a good time to research an alternative to ‘deskconnect’.  

   

Presentation from VY and HS on the Reach Project  

  

(HS was also in attendance as her cohort of Psychology students have been involved)  

  

VY explained that Reach was launched in the 2016/17 academic year, with all first year 

students being given £100 to spend in the Reach online shop.   

  

The project was launched to help the University engage with students, provide them with 

facilities to help them succeed in their studies, and help the University track how students like 

to study. Students can spend money on e-texts and hard copy books.  

  

Three courses, Psychology, Mental Health and Law, were selected to have a ‘device trial’. 

These courses were chosen as they have a breadth of students, many of whom are the first 

from their families to attend University. The students on these courses received a free device, 

with all the core text books from their course - which they could also download to four other 

devices.  The devices also allow academic staff to use the technology and interact with 

students equally, ensuring all students started on a ‘level playing field’.   

  

Excellent feedback has been received from students so far on Reach, with 98% of students 

with devices using the online recourses and very high satisfaction levels reported. 70% of 

Reach Shop spend has been on books  

  

HS talked about how Psychology used the tablets in the classroom, stating that the scheme 

allowed staff to ensure technology was used more in the classroom. Some students prefer 

hard copies but students stated they liked e-text as they can access it 24/7 and on mobiles.  

Students with disabilities have given really good feedback about accessibility of e-texts.  

  

HS said that polling software is used to ask students questions in modules and for online 

quizzes, which allow students to track their own progress.  This has proved very popular with 

students.   HS explained the software allows lecturers to ask questions on sensitive topics and 

students to text in questions anonymously, which they are far more likely to do that speak out 

in class (which can be large in Psychology).   HS stated the tablets and technology also help 

with distance learners and explained that everyone was shown how to use the technology 

at the start of term so no-one was excluded.   

  

HS showed a video made by a group of Psychology students called ‘Tableteers’ who 

volunteered to meet the staff regularly to monitor the use and effectiveness of tablets. These 
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students gave their thoughts about the Reach pilot, which were very positive. The students 

talked about not being able to live without their tablet now and how they enable them to 

engage in lectures without having to speak out in such large group.   

  

VY invited any questions from the StARs:  

  

  

  

  

Q1  Will this be used on other courses as well?   

  

VY It is very early days and we want to gather as much feedback as possible if the University 

is going to invest more in the future, it needs solid evidence to do so.  

  

The StAR felt the tablet would be really helpful on their course (Geography).  

  

VY explained that students can buy proportions of e-text books too rather than the whole 

book, if they only need to access certain chapters. VY also stated that she was very happy 

to come and talk course teams and students if there were more questions on the scheme.   

  

HS stated that there was a split in Psychology terms of usage; some students only used the 

tablets for University work and others used for everything.  HS also explained that they were 

looking at options to add to the scheme around wellbeing e.g. the Headspace app (about 

mindfulness) that everyone can access as wellbeing is so important these days.   

  

JG clarified that core text is an app that anyone can access. VY pointed out that is not just 

books, but documents, articles etc.   

  

(Q2)   How many students are using tablets as a distraction e.g. going on Facebook, 

as many students do that in lectures?  

  

VY stated that training had been really important for staff and students to make sure they 

can all use the devices to their fullest potential and, thus, having them is a really good 

leveller.    

  

HS explained that the ‘Tableteers’ formed themselves and volunteered to help their fellow 

students and answer questions from peers on Facebook.  One of the ‘Tableteers’ didn’t 

even know how to use a device before they came to University and is now helping other 

students. HS reported that a first year lecturer told her she now gets a lot more interaction 

from students as it is much easier to get in touch with them.      

  

(Q3) Does it support students with disabilities such as dyslexia?   

  

HS confirmed that it can and that you can change colours, font etc. and there is also a 

voice reader.  

  

JG asked HG to expand on the use of the tablet with ‘collaborate’   

  

HS stated that they have students on joint courses. Therefore, they are creating platforms on 

the tablets just for them, such as peer support sessions.   

  

A StAR stated that they felt the tablet would really benefit a lot of students in all institutes.  
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JG thanked everyone for attending and for some excellent comments and questions.    

   

Forum closed at 2.15pm.  

  


