Reps & Leaders Forum
Institute of Business, Industry & Leadership
12th March 2025, 12:00-13:00
Attendance:
Sima Fatemipour – Academic Officer (Chair),
Martin Richmond – BSc (Hons) Project Management (Higher Level Apprenticeship) Rep,
Jack Tempest – BSc (Hons) Security Intelligence and Investigative Practice Rep,
Kay Ashton – BSc (Hons) Project Management (Higher Level Apprenticeship) Rep
Arun Balasubramanian Mani – Master of Business Administration Rep,
Ekaterina Herliz – BA (Hons) Business Management Rep,
Jonathan Eaton – Pro-Vice Chancellor for Learning & Teaching,
Signy Henderson – Dean for Student Success,
Donna Salter – Academic Representation Coordinator (Notetaker).
How is the University enhancing assessment and feedback for all students? 
· A significant focus of the overarching strategy of learning and teaching at the University of Cumbria is authentic assessment, i.e. assessment as a learning tool and which is applicable to skills needed for further study or future employment.
· New assignment templates are being rolled out to improve clarity in terms of assessment guidance, as have associated feedback templates. These should be rolled out to all modules before or at next validation. Blackboard sites are being ‘dip-tested’, module sites being checked at random for use and efficacy.
· Feedback templates are also being rolled out. These are intended to provide structure for detailed and focused feedback. There are also plans underway to support the development of verbal and dialogic feedback, but the University is required to provide a record of formal feedback for students. There are also considerations to be made around staff workload.
· Students have raised that on some occasions feedback arrives too late to be of use in subsequent assignments. This was clarified to explain that it arrives after subsequent assignment deadlines, so learning cannot be applied in these, but within the 20 working days outlined in regulations.
How is the University continuing to develop the current timetabling process?
· Timetabling is a hugely complex issue. Some campuses are particularly prone to the impact of weather or of local transport infrastructure. The cost of living has an impact on students’ ability to commute and different groups of students have different expectations, for example commuting students with caring responsibilities and students resident on campus. 
· The University are currently monitoring short-notice timetable changes through the Student Experience Group. This meets every fortnight and one of their activities is reviewing the reasons for any change within the last two weeks. This project will shortly have monitored a full year and aims to identify reasons for the changes in order to learn from experience when planning next year’s timetables.
· Planning for timetables begins in January, with staff submitting requirements for their programmes. These result in draft timetables which are then shared with teaching staff for feedback before being confirmed.
· The University is currently in the process of procuring a new timetabling system which aims to be more user-friendly.

How is the University continuing to invest in the learning environment and resources for all students?
· Nationally, all universities are under financial pressure, but the University is continuing to invest in teaching and learning, particularly in the digital learning resources. 
· The move to Blackboard Ultra was completed last summer. This provides a stable platform to build on and has been used to introduce fresh threshold standards for module and programme sites. It also provides data which can be used to improve areas such as feedback management. The Blackboard Ally tool also supports improvements in accessibility. 
· New Blackboard threshold standards have been introduced as part of the move to Ultra, this is an ongoing journey. Dip tests are performed to check their use and efficacy, but the University are mindful of local needs and would like to leave space for innovation. They are keen to hear from students what does and does not work for them.
· 2025/26 should also see the introduction of the JISC Discovery Tool, a tool to support all students and staff to assess their digital literacy and access skills development tools.
· Next academic year will also see the launch of a free Microsoft Office Specialist competency certifications for students. This is an internationally recognised certification delivered by Microsoft.
· Project Management asked “Is the recent move to upload slides to Blackboard as PDFs rather than PowerPoint files a policy change? Could it be reversed?” This is not University policy, normally it would be advised that uploading a Microsoft 365 file would be preferable as Blackboard can then make alternative formats available automatically. This sounds like a local decision that should be raised with the programme team.
Students confirmed that tutors have made PowerPoint slides available on request. The point was made by Kay that PDFs are not accessible to screen readers so Microsoft files are preferable. 
· It was also raised that there are issues around accessibility with Collaborate, the example being given that closed captions aren’t available. Collaborate is now owned by a separate company and its continued use is under review. Further announcements will be made during 2025/26.
How is the University continuing to support students with specific learning differences and disabilities?
· The point was made that discussion of accessibility in digital spaces had already taken place so this response would focus on other areas.
· A student’s journey through the process begins with a disclosure of a disability, specific learning difference or a developing need. They will then work with the Disability Services team to negotiate support and, where appropriate, a learning plan. Academic staff should then be in dialogue with the student about their learning plan. 
· It is a complex system, and the University is currently working hard on reducing waiting times, increasing staffing and increasing staff training. All permanent Disability Services staff will be autism mentors by 2025/26.
· There are still waits, particularly if a student is diagnosed partway through the year. The service has also been supporting students waiting for Disabled Students Allowance, as this unlocks a higher level of support.
· As well as supporting students who may benefit from adaptations, the University is prioritising designing out barriers. This is called universal design for learning and applies to all aspects of teaching, learning and assessment. This work aims to remove barriers wherever possible at the point of design and will always be ongoing.
· It was acknowledged that there is work to be done around staff training and keeping practice up to date in a fast-moving area.
· There was also acknowledgement that group work could be difficult for many students, and it was explained that all those involved should be clear on why it was necessary for that activity.
How can students ensure that their voice is heard?
· The University is keen to see more opportunities like this – there is a need to find touch points and engage in dialogue.
· Jonathan encouraged Class Reps to raise awareness of the upcoming module evaluation survey. This is open for two weeks from 17th March. It is now an online confidential survey, unless a student requests a direct response, standardised across the University. A report on closing the loop will be compiled by module teams and shared with students on April 30th.
· The University has run the Your Voice, Our Commitment campaign this year. This provides the opportunity for students to provide direct feedback through a QR code or the studentfeedback@cumbria.ac.uk email address.
Questions submitted by students
· Ekaterina asked why anonymity is not valued when students make a complaint or deliver feedback. She suggested things may go under the radar as a result.
Jonathan responded that the student feedback inbox and module evaluation respects anonymity, but the University does sometimes need further context to act. Signy made the point that dealing with complaints made formally can be difficult as clarity is required around evidence.
· Martin and Shannon asked for better access to past papers and exemplars. Signy explained this was a question best asked of the programme team, rather than module leaders. She also noted that some regulatory bodies restricted access to past papers so they may not be able to make them available.
· Shannon raised an issue with assignment clustering. Signy suggested this may be related to some unavoidable changes in staffing for the criminology programme, the impact of which she apologised for. She will pick up with Ash, the Head of Teaching, Learning & Student Experience for this Institute.
