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 1.  Introduction & Background 

This report provides a snapshot of curriculum development at the University of 
Bolton (UoB).  In particular, it is concerned with how current activities and new 
approaches under development contribute to employer engagement in the 
design and development of courses. 
 
At a national level, this agenda area is being driven by the HEFCE strategy on 
employer engagement, that is seeking to encourage the development of a 
new relationship between employers and HE through its Workforce 
Development programme.  If successful, this will see an increasing amount of 
provision developed and delivered in partnership with employers and with 
their increasing financial contribution beyond paying for the fees of their 
employees. 
 
At the UoB, there is a long track record of working with employers using 
different funding models and organisational approaches.  However, there is 
recognition that to sustain the UoB financially, there will need to be growth in 
the numbers of non-traditional undergraduate students including those who 
are not funded by Hefce.  It is to this end that the Coeducate project at the 
UoB is seeking to make targeted interventions in curriculum development 
through the use of technology. 

The starting point for curriculum development and design for work-based 
courses must be the needs of the learner and their organisation.  As a part of 
its overall portfolio, the university intends that its academic practitioners will 
become more adept at delivering professional higher education in partnership 
and in negotiation with employers and learners. 

Importantly, this should fully recognise the place of experiential and 
professional learning where it can be correlated to the concepts of levels and 
volume of learning.  The IDIBL project at the UoB represents a significant 
stream of work currently underway and central to the Coeducate project.  
 
The activities undertaken in the data gathering exercise for work package 1, 
the baseline report, have also enabled us to begin to address project 
objectives 1 & 4: 
1.  understanding the curriculum development problem at UoB; 
4.  raise awareness & build capacity of staff to critically examine and develop 
work-based curricula across the UoB. 
 
The following sections first describe the UoB context in some detail, followed 
by an explanation of the methodology used to establish the baseline.  Data is 
then presented with analysis and discussion of the implications of possible 
courses of action. 
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 2.  Internal context 

Origins of the University of Bolton 
The UoB is one of the youngest universities in the UK, receiving approval for 
its choice of name from the Privy Council in January 2005. However, it can 
trace a long history in the town of Bolton with its origins dating back to 1824 
as the Bolton Mechanics Institute. 
 
From the 1800’s, the needs of the local textile industry provided a demand for 
vocational and educational training and this led to the establishment of 
several different educational institutions in Bolton.  In the 1960's the then 
named Bolton Institute of Technology developed its first degree programmes 
validated by the Council for National Academic Awards.  At this time, the 
curriculum was broadened to reflect a broader coverage of subject areas that 
would be expected of a higher education establishment. 
 
In 1982 an amalgamation of separate institutions formed the Bolton Institute 
of Higher Education.  It received taught degree awarding powers in 1992 and 
research degree awarding powers in 1995. 
 

Organisational Makeup 

Staff	  
The UoB is a relatively small HE institution with 302 FTE academic staff, 54 
research staff, and 251 support staff at the start of the academic year 08/09.  
Staff annual turnover is approximately 14% with the age profile across the 
university shown below. 

 

Figure 1. Staff age profile 

Age Profile 
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Academic	  year	  and	  delivery	  pattern	  
The UoB delivers most of its provision through a semester pattern within a 
modular framework for both Undergraduates & Postgraduates with a growing 
provision within a Continuing Professional Development (CPD) framework. 

Organisational	  structure	  
Two organisational structures operate in the university.  Management 
responsibilities are discharged through the directorate and departmental 
structure and working in tandem with this is the structure of Senate and its 
Committees that has overall responsibility for the academic provision and 
standards of the university. 

Academic	  Schools	  
• School of Arts, Media and Education (AME) 
• School of Games Computing and Creative Technologies (GCCT) 

including Bolton Business School 
• School of Health and Social Sciences (HSS) 
• School of the Built Environment and Engineering (BEE) 

Research	  Centres	  
• Centre for Materials Research and Innovation (CMRI) 
• Institute for Educational Cybernetics (IEC) 

Each of the 6 units (research centres and academic schools) operates as a 
cost centre and is led by a director.  Schools have a management team and a 
common committee structure sits across the academic schools including 
identified roles with specific responsibility for the activities of the university. 

Of particular relevance to the curriculum development are the principal 
lecturers responsible for areas of work including quality assurance and 
enhancement, employer engagement & business development, and teaching 
& learning.  To coordinate activities, there are both departmental meetings as 
well as university committees reporting to the Senate.  It is through these 
structures that there is an opportunity to influence institutional wide change. 

An area of activity that is key to the success of the Coeducate project is that 
of the work of the Senate Committee for Innovations & Employer 
Engagement, chaired by the Head of Business Development & Partnerships. 
Its remit includes Third stream activities such as supporting schools in 
developing their employer engagement activities. 
 
Reflection 
Schools were formed about four years ago for administrative purposes and as 
a result do not have a coherent identity that subject / academic staff relate 
too. 
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Business	  Support	  and	  Development	  Unit	  (BSDU)	  	  
The aim of the BSDU is to cement its relationships with intermediaries, such 
as Business Link and to create a ‘one stop shop’ for employers. It links 
together some of the University’s business services and provides an essential 
brokerage into its Schools and Research Units.  The BSDU also coordinates 
the University’s partnerships development in the UK and so many of the 
employer focussed products have been developed in conjunction with 
academic or employer partners. 
 
An example of this is the work undertaken with the Greater Manchester 
Strategic Alliance (GMSA) in developing an online service, Advance, 
designed to enable work-based students to combine modules from different 
member institutions towards a qualification.  As a tool for helping students 
build bespoke learning pathways it has the potential for important synergies 
with the Coeducate project. 
 
The Employer Based Training Initiative (EBTA) is designed to enable HEI to 
recognise workplace training with higher education credits.  The work of the 
BDSU is an area of activity that the Coeducate project should work closely 
with BDSU to ensure alignment and coordination of activities across the UoB. 

Student Composition 
 
Groups Full Time Equivalency 15th May 08 29th May 09 
HE FT Home 3367 3278 

HE FT Overseas 377 445 
HE PT Home 1241 1411 
HE PT Overseas 25 17 
Total 5010 5151 

FE 222 222 
Table 1. Student Composition Taught Courses 

 



Coeducate project baseline report.  University of Bolton.  Stephen Powell & Oleg Liber.  
Version 2.  July 2009.  JISC Curriculum Design Programme  

  7 

P30 
 

 

Figure 2. Student Composition Taught Courses 

 
UoB has a high percentage of mature students (56%) within the full-time 
undergraduate population.  Overall, undergraduates account for 70% of the 
student body with postgraduate students, a target area for growth at UoB, at 
14%.  Although over 50% of UoB students by numbers study part time, there 
is still a significant majority on full-time undergraduate programmes when 
measured by full-time equivalency. 

Short	  courses	  
 

Number of CPD, Advanced PD and PD course codes in use and students on these 
courses by academic year and location 
No of 
CPD/PD/Adv 
PD course 
codes (with 
students 
on) 

Academic 
Year 

Distance 
Learning 

Off 
Campus 

On 
Campus 

Overseas 
Centre 

Externally 
Registered 

Grand 
Total 

51 2006/7 14 156 453 0 12 635 
79 2007/8 25 404 537 0 12 978 

104 2008/9 20 720 946 5 0 1691 
Table 2. Growth in CPD 
 

From 2006/7 to 2008/9, there was a 266% increase in students enrolling on 
short courses.  This growth may be indicative of a movement in the overall 
student makeup as the UoB develops its employer led provision.  
 

Postcode	  Analysis	  
Overseas students contribute a relatively small but significant component of 
the student population.  A large percentage of the student population come 

29th May 
09, HE FT 

Home, 
3278, 61% 

29th May 09, 
HE FT 

Overseas, 
445, 8% 

29th May 09, 
HE PT Home, 

1411, 26% 

29th May 
09, HE PT 
Overseas, 

17, 1% 

29th May 09, 
FE, 222, 4% 

29th May 09 
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from within Bolton and the North West giving a regional characteristic to the 
university student body. 

 

Figure 3. Student Origins 

	  
 

Institutional Strategies 
UoB strategies currently awaiting approval include the new E-strategy and 
Teaching, Learning & Retention Strategy.  The approach being developed 
separates out the strategic element from an operational plan that will be 
reviewed on an annual basis and will be used to evaluate progress. 
 
In both cases, the emphasis is on capacity building of university staff and their 
ability to make informed choices about the use of appropriate technology, 
teaching approaches and assessment strategies.  Maintaining a close working 
relationship between these initiatives and the Coeducate project will be an 
important component in the transformation of the UoB portfolio of work-based 
courses. 
 

UoB Strategic Plan 
The current UoB institutional strategy runs from 2006-2012 and is currently 
undergoing a mid-point review. 

The strategy is based upon the assumption that the overwhelming majority of 
students come to UoB to study with the aim of developing or improving their 
career prospects. 

With this in mind, the identified sector trend where full-time study will 
increasingly fit around full-time employment will have particular significance 

Student 
origins, Bolton 
MBC, 30, 30% 

Student 
origins, North 
West, 49, 49% 

Student 
origins, Other 
UK, 12, 12% 

Student 
origins, Non 
UK, 9, 9% 

Student origins 
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for the UoB.  This will drive changes in course development and delivery that 
will increasingly rely on technology. 

For staff working at UoB, this has significant implications.  Rather than 
adopting a traditional posture of an academic immersed in a subject 
discipline, it requires them to actively cultivate professional 
relationships with employers and professional bodies, building their 
networks for and with students. 

These strong links will be used to lead the development of provision that 
meets the needs of both employers and students.  A process of “continually 
adapting our programmes’ content, structure, delivery and accreditation to 
keep them up-to-date and relevant” will need to become a part of the way we 
do business at UoB. 

Relevant goals and objectives from the strategic plan are summarised in the 
table below. 

UoB Strategic 
goals 

Targets - by 2009 we will have: 

1. Helping every 
career-motivated 
student to achieve 
their career 
aspirations 

• developed highly relevant and current continuing professional 
development programmes across our full range of study 
areas, in collaboration with relevant professional bodies; 
• developed a more flexible range of delivery options, including 
intensively delivered programmes and extended 
undergraduate degrees resulting in professional 
accreditations; 
• integrated professional skills in the curriculum, encouraging a 
high degree of student self-responsibility, self-evaluation and 
self-awareness to improve graduates’ skills for career 
success; 

2. Consistently 
delivering academic 
excellence 

• expanded our undergraduate, postgraduate and continuing 
professional development programmes delivered in 
partnership with key sectors, professional bodies and 
employers; 
• reviewed every programme to ensure each combines 
challenging curriculum content and current professional 
practice; 
• developed innovative teaching practices which support 
student learning in professional contexts across all curricula; 
• defined long-term academic programme development 
strategies for key growth sectors; 
• used our research expertise in e-learning to develop 
innovative and effective ways to meet students’ and 
employers’ learning needs in the workplace as well as on 
campus; 

3. Building a public 
investment into a 
vibrant, sustainable 

• developed continuing professional development programmes 
aligned to the professional capabilities and aspirations of our 
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public asset staff, students and partners; 

4. Contributing to 
the professional, 
social and cultural 
prosperity of the 
North West 

• expanded progression and delivery partnerships with regional 
schools, colleges, work-based learning providers and 
employers to increase university participation and promote 
social and economic inclusion. 

Table 4. UoB Strategic Plan 

 
In working towards the above targets a key priority area for the UoB is in 
developing its capacity in teaching and learning: 

1. Establish a new framework for developments in learning and teaching 
to meet the challenges of developing outstanding professional 
graduates and the academic role defined by 'The Bolton Academic'; 

2. Develop flexible and innovative approaches to learning, teaching and 
assessment which increase the knowledge and skills of students with 
diverse educational experience and needs, and enable them to reach 
their full potential; 

3. Create policies and practices, which enable students to take advantage 
of and benefit from the opportunities afforded by the university’s new 
strategic direction. 

Non-UK Based Students 
The university has worked with a number of partner organisations largely in 
developing economies, to deliver courses. 
 
One approach that has been successfully used for several years is through a 
'Flying Faculty' where UoB staff travel to host organisations, to deliver block 
periods to students. 
 
More recently, in 2008, UoB entered into a franchise agreement with a private 
educational provider in Ras al Khaimah (RAK), UAE (United Arab Emirates) to 
develop a new remote campus.  The agreement allows for students to register 
with the UoB and be taught existing UoB courses on campus by staff 
employed by the company located in RAK. The campus has over 150 
registered students in the academic year 2008-9. 

Collaborative Partners 
Collaborative partners including Further Education colleges and private 
providers deliver UoB programmes through a variety of different contractual 
arrangements.  This has been a growing area of UoB provision and may 
prove to be significant for the Coeducate project as it is an area where 
curriculum development occurs and is often closely related to employers.  At 
UoB this activity is coordinated by the Head of Business Development & 
Partnerships.
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University	  Annual	  Objectives	  2009-‐10	  
Strategic Objectives  
 
For annual planning purposes, the UoB strategic goals outlined in table 5 are arranged under the following ‘themes’: 
 

A. Curriculum and Programme Change (Content and Mode of Delivery) 
B. Learning and Teaching Professionalism  
C. The Professional and Successful Student (including Retention, Professional Career Preparation) 
D. Research, Professional Practice and Public Engagement 
E. Professional Business Processes and Internal Culture 
F. Institutional Sustainability 

 
Analysis of the annual objectives identifies the key areas (red text) in which the Coeducate project has an explicit role or where it 
can work alongside other initiatives. 
 
A Curriculum and Programme Change 

Objective Performance Indicator 
(with target)  

Time-
scale  

Potential Events which could 
affect achievement 

Mitigating Actions 

To provide 
programmes 
which meet 
the local, 
regional, 
national and 
international 
needs of 
students 
and 
employers  

Market/employer led 
CPD/PG offer 
developed in each 
subject area (10% p.a. 
increase in CPD 
enrolments) 

2012 Offer not well-matched to market, 
impacting on recruitment. 
 
Potential adverse impact of 
economic recession on  PT/CPD 
recruitment 

Business Support & Development Unit established to provide focal point 
for employer engagement activities. 
 
Investigate the potential for the development of CPD market e.g. through 
IDIBL framework and overseas collaborative partners  

Every School/Centre to 
have a validated 
programme within the 
IDIBL framework (7 
programmes validated) 

July 
2010 

Inability to identify academic 
development suitable for IDIBL 
framework.  
 
 Resistance to new delivery 
methods. Insufficient student 

Ensure IDIBL successes are well-publicised. Further staff development 
to ensure staff have appropriate skills for successful delivery.  
School/Centre plans to being pursued in planning meetings. 
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Objective Performance Indicator 
(with target)  

Time-
scale  

Potential Events which could 
affect achievement 

Mitigating Actions 

demand and/or poor retention 
 
High cost of delivery. 

Academic Planning and 
Approval procedures 
strengthened at initial 
approval stage to 
ensure successful 
development of new 
courses in line with 
Academic Strategy  
 

Ongoi
ng 

Lack of School scrutiny could 
result in weak proposals being 
referred back  
 
Insufficient background 
information to enable validation 
panels to evaluate new course 
proposals 

Development of new partnership arrangements for delivery in London, 
Dublin, Greece  
 
Improved agent network. Improved commission rates and availability of 
scholarships and incentives 
 
Review of organisation structures/staffing 
 
Develop PG Course offer 
Ensure benefits of the new procedures are understood.  
 
Strengthen internal School scrutiny of new proposals 
Review information needs of validation panels 
Ensure benefits of the new procedures are understood.  
 
Strengthen internal School scrutiny of new proposals 
Review information needs of validation panels 

 
B Learning and Teaching Professionalism 
 

Strat 
Goal 
Ref 

Objective Performance Indicator  
(with target)  

Time 
scale  

Potential Events which could 
affect achievement  

Mitigating Actions 

2 To improve 
the 
academic 
and 
professional 
knowledge, 
skills and 

PG Cert Teaching & 
Learning in HE  
launched(1st cohort 
recruited and HEA 
accreditation achieved) 

Dec 09 Lack of resources to support 
delivery and operation.  
 
Unwillingness to release staff to 
attend  
 
Course does not meet the needs 

Resource required for successful delivery identified and secured 
at validation. 
  
Entitlement for priority staff to attend established  
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Strat 
Goal 
Ref 

Objective Performance Indicator  
(with target)  

Time 
scale  

Potential Events which could 
affect achievement  

Mitigating Actions 

qualification
s of staff  

of the University/participants 
 
Unable to secure HEA 
accreditation 

Increase % of staff using 
distributed learning 
methods to support 
student learning  (E-
learning strategy agreed 
and funded action plan 
in place) 

Sept 
09 

Insufficient resources to 
implement replacement of WebCT 
 
 
Resistance to moving to new VLE 
 

Ensure that E-learning strategy includes a costed action plan 
which is supported by Dirs of School 

Table 5. Annual Plan 

Reflection 
Maintaining a close relationship with the annual planning cycle to ensure project aims are represented and that synergistic 
opportunities are identified is an important strategy for ensuring that the Coeducate project has a chance of impacting in a 
transformative way of UoB.  
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3.  External context 

UK policy agenda 
The Leitch Review of Skills (2006) set an agenda for workforce development 
to secure the "economic and social health of the UK".  This is of particular 
relevance because of the nature of the provision of the UoB courses. 

Hefce Framework 2009 – future development of higher education 
In September 2009, Department for Business Innovation & Skills will release a 
framework for the future development of higher education.  Key components 
of this framework will be engaging with business and widening access and 
this will likely have significant implications of UoB and the role of the IDIBL 
project. 

Widening Participation  
The recent Widening Participation Strategic Assessment exercise will inform 
the discussion between Hefce and the UoB around how successful UoB 
widening participation (WP) activities have been and the extent of future WP 
funding.   

Employer Co-funded numbers 
UoB does not currently benefit from the Hefce employer co-funded student 
initiative, however in 2009-10 it is anticipated that additional numbers will be 
made available and UoB may bid for some of these. 

Economic Challenge Investment Fund 
The HEFCE Economic Challenge Investment Fund (ECIF) is designed to 
meet the needs of employers and individuals in the recession.   Funded up to 
a maximum of £500000, this presents another opportunity for the Coeducate 
project to integrate into UoB activities. 

 
4.  Methodology 
 
The strategy of inquiry adopted by the Co-educate project for base lining was 
Participatory Action Research, drawing in particular on Soft Systems 
Methodology (Checkland, 2006).  As such, its strengths lie in the joint 
identification of a shared issue and the changes required to bring about an 
improvement in an organisation. 
 
The first stage of the approach requires us to develop a strategy to find out 
about the initial situation through various approaches including interviews, 
focus groups, and analysis of documentation, including an ethnographic 
approach, table 6. 

Interviews 
Vice Chancellor 
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 Pro-vice Chancellor 

Head of Strategy, Policy & Support 
4 directors of schools 
Head of QAE 
Head of Student Data Management 
Head of Marketing & Communications 
Head Information Technology, & Services 
Focus groups 
Principal lecturers with responsibility for Quality 
Principal lecturers responsible for Teaching and Learning 
Representatives from Arts, Media & Education 
Representatives from Built Environment & Engineering 
Representatives from Health & Social Sciences 
Representatives from Psychology subject area 
Cross institutional Curriculum Design Group 
Documentation 
UoB Strategic Plan 2006-12 
UoB e-Strategy 2009 
Professional Development Framework 2009 
IDIBL framework 2008 
Academic Development Approvals (ADA) Process 
University CPD Framework 
Ethnography 
Participant and non-participant observation, anecdotes, tentative hypotheses, critical 
incidents, repeated occurrences, etc. 
Table 6. Activity of Validated Courses 

Interviews 
Interviews were semi structured in nature with a general outline of areas to 
cover but with a high degree of freedom to allow for free flowing conversation 
around topics of interest or concern to the interviewee.  Selected interviews 
were used to develop process maps included in appendices. 

Focus Groups 
Focus groups were structured around key extracts from the UoB strategic 
plan although conversation was allowed to flow in the direction that the 
participants took it in rather than address a pre-determined agenda of topics 
to cover. 

Documentation 
Key documentation was used to compare the codified description of activities 
with other sources of data to identify disconnects and areas for further 
inquiry.  
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 Ethnographic 

The rationale behind including an ethnographic approach to data collection is 
that in studying 'real people in real contexts' we cannot know in advance 
which aspects of activity or exactly which people will yield insights into the 
focus of our study.  The above mentioned data collection activities were a 
'best guess' of places to look for insight, but as anticipated they only revealed 
part of the true picture of curriculum development, design and delivery at UoB. 

In interpreting the observations made we are seeking & describe and 
understand the significance from the perspective of the participants involved 
in relation to the broader social context in which they are operating.  
Validation and refinement of our interpretation will be achieved through using 
the baseline report as a starting point for work-package 2 Understanding the 
initial issue or challenge and identifying the changes desired by the end of the 
project. 

Analysis and Reflection 
Data from the activities listed in table 1 were collected in a private project blog 
for subsequent analysis and reflection by the project team.  

Presentation 
To open up the discussion and problem identification process, there is the 
requirement to effectively communicate the findings of the baseline review.  
Process models, ‘Rich Pictures’, illustrative vignettes, and selected quotes 
and paraphrases are used to identify potential issues and opportunities. 

5.  Data & Analysis   

i) Key personnel  

Vice	  Chancellor	  Perspective	  	  
The semi-structured interview with the Vice Chancellor revealed several key 
messages about the direction of UoB and implications for staff that work 
there.  Reported quotes are verbatim and are selected to exemplify the 
author’s analysis that identified the key points a-d, as outlined below. 

Key Points 

a)  UoB must change over the next 5 years to a position where it has an 
employer led curriculum and can respond rapidly to employer needs. 

“Won’t be acceptable to re-badge and re-hash although much content 
will be valid, courses must be directly relevant to employers needs if 
employers are to fund studies” 
“Enjoin the employer to work together with us on developing courses 
possibly non-content specific templates for achieving learning 
outcomes that employers can then populate with content relevant to 
their needs.” 
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 b)  Increasing requirement for staff across UoB to change practice to embrace 

employer led course design: 

“Awareness raising about a transformed need and the Wellbeing centre 
a physical representation of this a model – staff move out of Tower 
building to work alongside practitioners whose immediate needs will be 
transparent will ‘force’ staff to re-think the curriculum and how they 
deliver it.” 
“Those near to retirement won’t need change, those earlier in their 
career will be enthusiastic and need to change if they want to sustain a 
career.” 
 

c)  Change should be embedded in existing departments not the development 
of central units: 

“The strength of a university is therefore comes from the strength of its 
academic subject areas not its approach to delivery.  So units like the 
ones described overlay an irritation on departments that isn’t integrated 
into what they do so students become someone else’s problem that the 
‘real’ department are interested in.  Argues that a truly strong academic 
department should be competent in delivering its knowledge, 
curriculum, research with staff who are passionate about doing that 
from a discipline area.” 
 

d)  In bringing about change in a university, all possible approaches need to 
be pursued: 

“Point 1 everyone to be aware – “socialise the idea that there is a 
rational reason for this change which is driven by an opportunity to 
improve the quality of our curriculum and the quality of what we offer to 
students and our viability to the market” This would provide a 
significant USP “employment based, employer driven provision” 
“RAK deliberate intervention to get staff to reflect upon and examine 
their practice.” 

 
“Another lever is resource – do we create a strategic initiative where 
people can did to for resource, research assistants, item or whatever it 
is that enables them to look at attractive opportunities.  Motivation 
might be for time for individuals or a cash incentive possibly linked to 
subject areas and the kind of people they attract.” 
 
“Appeal to intellect as individuals – education development 
programmes such as thinking about how to teach (pedagogy, 
andragogy) but many staff don’t take advantage of this.  Some staff do 
this but many simply re-create their own education.” 
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 Pro-‐Vice	  Chancellor	  Perspective	  	  

The semi-structured interview with the Pro-vice Chancellor revealed several 
key messages about the direction of UoB and implications for staff that work 
there. Reported quotes are verbatim and are selected to exemplify the 
author’s analysis that identified the key points a-d. 

Key points: 

a) As a generalisation, the UoB currently has a supply-side model of 
curriculum development: 

“Academics as experts in their field come together to plan a curriculum 
which they feel is a worthwhile plan a curriculum which they think will 
deliver a worthwhile educational experience.  They set out to document 
that in some degree of detail according to what is a CNAA tradition of 
exposing the academic rationale of a programme and its internal logic 
and the credibility of the expertise of the staff who are teaching it.” 

b) The need for the UoB to move towards a demand supply model of 
curriculum development that includes different ‘influences’ & ‘voices’ in the 
design process avoiding the trap of becoming simply ‘training’: 

“The motivation for Coeducate is can we make existing processes 
slicker and more responsive and secondly can we find ways of open it 
up to allow for the co-design of a curriculum with a professional group 
or community of practice or a relevant partner.” 

c) The need for academics to change to become more engaged with 
relevant sectors / communities of practice and have an outward facing stance: 

“They have to begin to accept that people other than themselves can 
influence the design of the curriculum and that compromises need to 
be made. Increasingly employers and students want skills and practical 
experiences and it is that sort of negotiation of the linkages between 
learning through practice and the normal academic process that is 
needs.” 

d) The need to focus on assessment strategy: 

“One of the biggest issues for students is formative feedback as a part 
of the assessment process.  Most academics still see assessment as 
an add on at the end rather than the process.” 

Reflections 

There is a strong alignment between the Vice Chancellor and Pro-vice 
Chancellor and the change that they envisage for the UoB are significant and 
ambitious in scale and scope.  The extent to which this is understood 
elsewhere in the UoB is an important issue. 
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 Senior Staff 

The selected and paraphrased comments below are views expressed by 
senior staff, analysed through broad categories a-d. 
 
a) Course development & curriculum design: 

• Help needed for courses designers at an early stage both in terms of 
technical requirements and creatively - seeding of ideas, through  more 
informal conversations around the university. 

• We don’t have curriculum structure or delivery that helps unlock the new 
market place (we need the non-conventional) where growth will come from. 

• Bite sized offerings, at least not full degree programmes, which can be 
delivered in the workplace and assess in an efficient and relevant way. 

• Students need ownership and control of how they study to meet their 
lifestyle. 

• One option would be to engage with employers on a consultancy basis for 
free to bring them into discussions. 

• Study skills built into induction period would help retention – speculation 
those with low skill are the ones that drop out, at least run a pilot. 

• Are we developing courses that students/employers need?  If we are to do 
this we need to recognise that there is a lot of effort required to do this 
rather than simply re-working what we already have. 

• No university wide discussion on structure of curriculum since the 
introduction of HE levels 2 & 3 over 10 years ago. 

• ADA documentation is of very variable quality.  The large number of new 
programmes is partly made up of minor modifications, some tinkering with 
existing programmes (satellite titles – response to attract new students but 
in effect it simply moves the numbers around who would have come 
anyway, with fewer truly new offerings. 

• We over assess – we don’t think about the need for or approaches to 
assessment nor appreciate the consequences of developments like 10 
credit modules. 

• UoB Foundation Degrees come down from the top (push) and are not 
developed from the bottom, employers, students, etc.  FE colleges have 
much stronger workplace links and are better as such developments. 

b) Market intelligence: 

• ADA1 has insufficient emphasis market research to inform the business 
cases including course titles, possibly the need for an ADA0. 

• Market intelligence is generally poor and needs improving. 

c) Communication and effective organisation: 

• ADA1 feedback, from a wider pool of people with a developmental slant; 
rather than the Vice Chancellor summarising, other colleagues should offer 
feedback taking the role of a ‘critical friend’.  
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 • Hard to progress work-based initiatives from a central unit without strong 

coordination and buy-in. 
• Confused implementation of CPD strategy; to a large extent, departments 

put all of their modules online without any targeting or focus 
• Links with businesses mostly generated on a personal level- not systematic. 
• Monies for a CRM database for employers and alumni are approved but will 

take up to 2 years to implement. 
• Need people ‘on the road’ making connections with businesses that can 

’sell’ courses. 
• Much reputational damage done by courses being offered, recruiting low 

numbers and as a consequence withdrawn late on in the year – potential 
students report this bad experience to their schools. 

• Big enterprise architecture issue connecting up course DB, finance, etc.  
Need to recruit an IT person within the marketing unit to tackle some of 
these issues. 

• Poor data on course database – schools don’t understand its significance.  
IPP database will help improve production of second level information for 
students. 

• VRF marketing campaign, made lots of initial employer contacts but little 
evidence of departments following through. 

• ADA approvals process rests in the hands of the Pro Vice Chancellor, this is 
an unusual setup as many HE institutions would have a sub-committee 
who, arguably, can better make better judgments as they would bring a 
wider set of experience to bear. 

• The proliferation of courses with low numbers of students is inefficient from 
the universities point of view, but there isn’t the clarity of design structures 
to inform development choices. 

• So many initiatives going on in schools, employer engagement, government 
policy, co-funded student numbers – a very difficult environment to make 
sensible decisions in. 

• Is the future of UoB in the postgraduate or undergraduate market – 
arguably the latter despite its strategic aim. 

• Leadership vacuum, we have a strategy of the Professional University (can 
be questioned in its realistic chance of increasing CPD significantly) but 
policy and implementation is weak.  To what extent are heads of schools 
acting strategically? 

• Budget process is ‘interesting’, little connection on the face of it between 
income generated and budget allocated for following years – makes growth 
in successful areas hard and allows less successful areas to continue 
without apparent consequences. 

Reflection 

Many of the issues that senior staff identify are around the operational 
challenges about the implementation of strategy and display a sense of 
frustration in their perceived failings of the UoB in progressing a change 
agenda. 
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 d) Staff development and capabilities 

• We are asking ‘traditional staff’ to think about new courses, but have they 
got the mindset and experiences to enable them to do this?  For example, a 
recent ADA for a BA in PE & Community Development was proposed as a 
full-time, three year Bachelors degree.  Although possibly a good idea, this 
was an inappropriate mode of study and qualification – surely a 
distance/blended, part-time, Foundation degree would have been more 
appropriate. 

• Low levels of staff professional reflection on performance data. 
• Is curriculum development is constrained by staffing – one of the reasons 

we look to partner colleges to deliver.  Can staff at Bolton adapt their 
learning, teaching and assessment strategies to meet the needs, or are we 
stuck!  What do we recruit staff to do? 

ii)  Focus Groups  

The selected and paraphrased comments below indicated the spread of views 
expressed by UoB staff during the workshops: and are analysed through 
broad categories a-e. 
 
a) Course development & curriculum design: 

• Are we able to design outside of the box or are we restricted by what we 
already know - are we are prisoners of tradition? Academic language can 
constrain thinking about curriculum design. 

• New courses and reviews should support multi-mode formats - traditional, 
blended, online, distance. 

• In WBL the curriculum is in the work undertaken but this can be difficult to 
capture and direct. 

• The customer designs the course, we provide the tools and the quality 
assurance. 

• Are courses developed to match staff skills or student needs? 
• How do we 'kill' courses that aren't recruiting? 
• What is the shelf life of a course? 
• Appears to be change by stealth - incremental changes without a view of 

the whole. 
• Investigate the decline in modular framework - more courses are closed 

without choice. 
• There is duplication in provision of information at various stages for 

ADA/validation process. 
• Validation events offer the opportunity to see the real possibilities / 

challenges behind the paperwork. 
• Curriculum design should be enjoyable, creative, encouraging, motivating 

as it is the UoB lifeblood. 
• The ADA system works well, we could always do better, tweak it, use 

technology to make things easier but ‘if  it isn’t broken why fix it’.  The role 
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 of quality PL is pivotal as they are needed to interpret a complex set of rules 

and processes so that others can bring courses to the market. 
• Increased connection with professional bodies and accreditation stimulates 

thinking around teaching practice and exclusivity. 
 

b) Market intelligence: 

• Market intelligence is poor which makes it hard to develop courses that 
meet market needs (employers and students) and completion of ADA1 
business plan is difficult to undertake with any degree of confidence. 

 
c) Communication and effective organisation: 

• Bureaucracy gets in the way of creativity as the requirements are heavy 
handed with too much ‘expensive’ monitoring by the centre.  Schools should 
be devolved more responsibilities for their own quality processes and the 
monitoring through central committees reduced and focussed on areas 
evaluated as being of high risk. 

• For some reason (possibly by specialisation in roles, overwork, 
management structure that encourages not taking responsibility for change, 
culture that is risk averse) UoB staff in general are less likely to take a 
‘leadership’ role in the development of new curriculum. 

• The use of technology for distance learning is not appropriate for many of 
the health students because of their expectations or in the case of those on 
foundation degrees an ability to use it. 

• The funding and commissioning nature of health work makes it a-typical for 
UoB.  One instance when they attempted to develop a programme outside 
of this has proved problematical with many of the issue expressed generally 
around UoB such as recruitment. 

• Do we need different validation and course development regulations and 
practices for different parts of the university? 

 
d) Staff development and capabilities 

• UoB staff need reinvigorating and increased self-confidence.  This can 
come about through increased research belief, sabbaticals, new blood, and 
better connections around the university. 

• Within the core provision of health, the curriculum on offer (assessment & 
teaching strategies) and the responsiveness to market is good.  If anything, 
the university agendas (retention) tended to deflect efforts. 

• What should a higher education HE course provide?  The perception is that 
students want simply to get the certificate, but lecturers believe that it 
should be more that that with an experience that required reflection and 
application of theory to practice and ideally collaborative activities. 

• Communication between different levels, hierarchies and units within the 
university is poor which makes cross-institutional approaches difficult. 

• It would be useful to be able to consult current modules on a fully 
searchable website 
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 • Need easy access to current staff up-to-date cvs 

• Need to share common modules, e.g. research methods 
• From initial idea to course availability takes too long 
• Principal lecturers see innovation as their responsibility, but may not be 

receptive of others ideas, sometimes there are blockers in key positions. 
• What are the resource requirements to enable change? 
 
e) Philosophical 
 
• Can a university be both a business and a public service? In placing the 

emphasis on identifying more income streams we are in risk of reducing 
diversity in terms of student profile and courses by not catering for groups 
without funding. 

• How do we prepare people for careers/industries that don’t yet exist – who 
will their employer be?  

• As a university, we should be critical of the assertions made in the strategic 
plan.  For example, we shouldn’t necessarily buy into the idea of 
practice/professions as superior or unproblematic arbiters of what courses 
we should be developing as we run the risk of forgoing what it is that a 
University education should provide and instead ‘dumb down’ our offer.  For 
example, competency verses inquiry! 

• UoB is moving into a new paradigm, what kind of HE experience does UoB 
want for its students? 

 
Reflection 
Buy-in to the UoB strategic direction is weak although staff do have clear 
ideas and observations about challenges they face and some of the solutions 
required. 

iii)  Vignettes 

Ras	  al	  Khaimah 
In the academic year 2008-9, the University of Bolton entered into a franchise 
agreement with a private educational provider in Ras al Khaimah, UAE 
(United Arab Emirates).  The agreement allows for students to register with 
the UoB and be taught on a campus by staff employed by the company 
located in RAK. The campus has over 150 registered students. 
 
The model of delivery requires that students receive the 'Bolton Educational 
Experience' and as such module delivery patterns map onto those at the UoB, 
including assessment and quality assurance processes. 
 
For this model to work, UoB staff were required to share with RAK staff the 
module curriculum and teaching resources in such a way that staff in RAK 
could prepare learners for a common assessment.  This enabled second 
marking and moderation to be undertaken by UoB staff in preparation for 
results to be fed into the UoB quality assurance processes. 
 
Although on paper this is a relatively straightforward process, in reality it has 
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 proved to be a disruptive process.  This is because much of the curriculum 

wasn't codified in course handbooks or lecture notes but was in fact 
maintained and developed on an individual basis, much remaining tacit 
knowledge in the heads of the lecturers. 

Linked to this, is the challenge around assessment and the inability of UoB to 
get exam scripts, etc. to teachers in time. This can result in student’s learning 
the ‘wrong stuff’ for examination. 

Staff visiting RAK reported an academically strong and motivated student 
body and a receptive teaching force that are willing to embrace technology 
(i.e. all students on Facebook).  The students have a clear idea about what 
they expect of UK HE, and much of that expectation is for a traditional 
experience. 

Reflection 
Can we move to a model whereby the curriculum is captured and described in 
such a way as to be deliverable by someone else independently and that 
enables the learners to have an equal and fair opportunity of successfully 
attempting the assessment? 
 
Other HEI make extensive use of detailed module handbooks and other 
approaches used include ‘team teaching’, and more extensive use of 
technology to share experiences. 

Perhaps most significantly, UoB staff do not trust RAK staff in particular 
around sharing assessments as they believe that they will unfairly shape their 
teaching to ensure students pass their assessments. 

IDIBL	  
The Interdisciplinary Inquiry-based Learning project started in September 
2007 with the aim of developing new approaches to work-focussed study.  At 
the projects heart was the development of a framework of generic modules 
where learning outcomes and assessment criteria enable learners in different 
work-places and contexts to personalise their learning through negotiation 
within each module. Rather than specifying a syllabus of discipline knowledge 
the curriculum describes processes that lead to the development of student 
capabilities. 

In trying to engage colleagues at UoB we have used this ‘innovative’ 
approach to teaching and learning.  The explanation of the ideas behind the 
model have generally been received with enthusiasm, staff can see that for 
certain groups of work-based learners there are different and more 
appropriate ways for them to study using inquiry-based approaches.  However 
translating this interest into concrete action has proved more difficult.  Where 
it has occurred four distinct ways of adoption have taken place. 

Illustrative Courses Degree of adaptation 
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 1. Postgraduate Certificate, Diploma & Masters 

Degree in Professional & Clinical Education. 
Iqbal Memon, Nov 2009 

High – ideas taken and re-used 

2. Foundation Degree in Management of 
Administration for Education and Training.  
Marie Norman, AME, Sept 2009 

Medium – modules adapted to 
fit a particular context 

3. Full suite of programmes in BEE: Regeneration 
& Sustainable Communities.   Margaret Nelson, 
BEE, Sept 2009 

Low – modules and learning 
and teaching methodology 
adopted in line with framework 

4. Pilot course: Masters in Learning with 
Technology.  IEC, Running 

Framework demonstrator 

Table 7. Take-up of IDIBL 

 
Reflection 

To what extent does the desire of teaching staff to ‘own’ a curriculum make 
cross-institutional initiatives difficult to coordinate?  In all of the examples 
where IDIBL has been used to a greater or lesser extent, there has been an 
impact on the project.  However, are initiatives like this scalable? 

Similarly, there are countless anecdotes about the number of repetitive 
modules within schools, the most often quoted being those on research 
methodology.  A rational approach would appear to be that there could be 
significant consolidation and a greater degree of collaborative working to 
deliver common modules.  This approach appears to meet with significant 
resistance from academics who defend the special attributes of a particular 
approach. 

The development of a cross-school approach for regeneration programme 
was problematic as substantive cross-school working didn’t materialise. 

Professional	  Development	  Framework 
The re-designed Professional Development Framework (PDF) is designed to 
give a high degree of flexibility in the assembling of courses without the 
requirement to validate.  This approach sits well within EBTA and the desire to 
credit smaller chunks of learning that can then be combined into an award.  
For work based learners in particular, it also allows a greater degree of 
flexibility in designing programmes of study as their needs may not fit easily 
with the pre-determined modules on a course and would suit students likely to 
be using the GMSA advance catalogue of modules. 
 
Reflection 
This could be a significant and transformative vehicle for developing new 
approaches to work-based provision at the UoB.  Staff would need to be 
equipped to rapidly develop courses in collaboration with employers and 
individuals with a high degree of confidence that they could be delivered.  This 



Coeducate project baseline report.  University of Bolton.  Stephen Powell & Oleg Liber.  
Version 2.  July 2009.  JISC Curriculum Design Programme  

 26 

P30 
 includes the running of modules, renaming / naming of modules and awards, 

costings, high level competencies that would be developed, etc.  Technology 
could provide a vehicle for doing this. 
 
The negotiated route of study is not new and although some institutions 
appear to be successful at it, there are additional costs that would threaten its 
viability especially when working at the level of an individual student. 
 
Central to this approach is the ability to use APEL to credit students with prior 
learning.  There is only limited experience of this at UoB and it poses a 
particular challenge in that APEL may not conform to the same academic 
norms as would be expected of students following traditional approaches.  
As it stands, it is not clear how the potential of the PDF will be significantly 
realised to radically transform work-based provision at UoB. 
 

Postgraduate	  Certificate	  in	  Teaching	  and	  Learning	  in	  Higher	  Education	  
A good example of cross university collaboration is the development of a 
course comprising of 3 x 20 credit modules successfully involving staff from 
teaching, research and support units. 
 
Within this process however, two different emphases on the approach to 
delivery of the modules could be identified around the ends of a continuum of 
training verses inquiry with the model validated sitting closer to a model of 
inquiry. 
 
Although receiving widespread support from departments, there was unease 
from educational specialists at their level of involvement in the development 
process. 
 
The group involved in the design process had an in-depth understanding of 
course authoring and broad agreement over the nature of the course.  
However, there were still substantial and different interpretations of how the 
documentation should be completed including the structure of learning 
outcomes, the nature of the Programme Specification, the relationship 
between course and module learning outcomes, etc. 
 
Reflection 
There is a real tension within the institution to innovate in approaches we take 
to design, teaching, and assessment of modules.  Equally, we are a university 
and adopting a training approach to staff development fits uneasily with this 
approach as there are few strong coordinating or controlling mechanisms to 
hand. 
 
Dissolving the silo mentality whereby people guard their ‘patch’ is one of the 
significant barriers to cross-institutional working and possibly one where 
technology can help. 
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 To what extent is it possible to create documentation that accurately 

articulates a curriculum in HE? 

v)  Process Modelling 
This work is ongoing as the university trials different approaches and 
languages with the aim of adopting a consistent approach for all change 
projects and initiatives. Models of key processes of direct relevance to 
curriculum development are included in the appendices and are undergoing 
ongoing development and include: 
• Validation process – based on stakeholders perspectives developed 

through interviews 
• ADA flowchart – based on interview with staff who validated programmes 
• University systems – based on interview with head of Information 

Systems and Technology 
• Rich picture – pictorial representation of the curriculum design problem 
 
In comparing the models developed to COVARM, there are many similarities 
although our approach has been to not model the detail as extensively 
accepting that there are ‘black boxes’ of activities. 
 
Issues identified 
• Limited opportunity for effective feedback from across university of ADA 

proposals 
• Role of Vice Chancellor as gatekeeper reduces wider institutional 

participation in portfolio overview 
• Different technological systems hold course descriptions: module 

databases, marketing database and are not tied into student data 
management system 

• Market intelligence gathered too late in the development process 
• AQAS do not see school /centre development plans so have little 

overview of what is upcoming 
• Huge set of requirements on staff to change practice with regards to 

technology, pedagogy, communication skills, relationship building, etc. 

vi)  New Course Development 
The starting point of new courses are summarised below.  Although there are 
some examples of courses developed with employers, most ideas for courses 
at UoB are generated internally. 
 
Initiated by partner colleges UoB strategic interventions 
In response to national agendas Suggestions from associates of the UoB 
Individual student negotiation Identification of opportunities at subject 

group and departmental level 
Individual staff passion Professional associations 
Employer led Externally commissioned 
Re-purposing existing provision Groups of staff with passion for a subject 
Table 8. Origins of ideas for new courses 
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 Over the two years for which data is available, shown in the table below, 

validation activity for new courses has remained constant.  For the academic 
year 2005/06, 18% of courses validated failed to recruit any students.  For the 
following year, 2006/7 this figure is significantly higher with 43% failing to 
recruit although it may be that in subsequent years these courses do attract 
students. 
 
Academic 
Year 
2005/06 

(A) Courses 
Validated 

(05/06) 

Courses with no 
enrolments 

06/07 (from A) 

Courses with no 
enrolments 

07/08 (from A) 

Courses with no 
enrolments both 

06/07 & 07/08 
Total 22 10 5 4 
 Percentage 45 23 18 
     
Academic 
Year 
2006/07 

(A) Courses 
Validated 

(05/06) 

Courses with no 
enrolments 

06/07 (from A) 

Courses with no 
enrolments 

07/08 (from A) 

Courses with no 
enrolments both 

06/07 & 07/08 
Total 21 19 9 9 
 Percentage 90 43 43 

Table 3. Activity of validated courses 

 
Reflection 
A question posed by such data is the extent to which it is possible to ‘pick 
winners’ before active recruitment and the amount of resource required to 
validate and the opportunity cost of courses are not successful. 
 

6.  Discussion 
At the outset of the Coeducate project, it was anticipated that much of the 
effort required would be around the work of the Quality Assurance and 
Standards Unit.  However, it now appears that the focus of activities will be 
less in that direction and more around the Business Development & 
Partnerships Unit and the building of staff capacity, the responsibility of the 
Educational Development Unit. 
 
It is evident from the data gathered that there is significant divergence 
between the priorities of senior management and lecturing staff. Although 
there was general agreement around the points raised in the university’s 
strategy, their urgency was viewed differently. Senior managers see the 
development of employer led or professional curricula as key to the long term 
viability of the university, requiring immediate action, whereas lecturing staff 
see the immediate demands of their existing cohorts as their main priority. A 
minority of staff are very active in developing professional or work-based 
provision, but these are not viewed as mainstream activities. 
 
The university has established a number of initiatives that address the 
challenge of work-based learning, including the IDIBL framework and related 
activities, the Professional Development Framework, the GMSA Advance 
Catalogue and the work-based PhD by publication or portfolio. Each of these 
are founded on the idea that the curriculum should grow out of the workplace 
context, with the university providing supervision, guidance and facilitation.  



Coeducate project baseline report.  University of Bolton.  Stephen Powell & Oleg Liber.  
Version 2.  July 2009.  JISC Curriculum Design Programme  

 29 

P30 
 However these are diametrically opposed to majority teaching practice, which 

mainly involves the delivery of heavily content-based modules. Because of the 
long history of this approach, curriculum design processes are oriented 
towards supporting the development of programmes that are constructed from 
mainly content-based modules; and the systems for organising the delivery of 
these programmes assume a stable content-oriented model.  The assumption 
is that modules need to have a reasonably long shelf life, and so curriculum 
development can be slow as long as it is rigorous. 
 
These polar opposites create a challenge for any intervention seeking to 
improve curriculum design processes in the university. Several questions 
need to be addressed: 

1. Should there be a major effort to streamline validation processes to 
allow a more rapid turnover of modules and programmes?  

2. How effective will this be in enabling the creation of more work-based 
programmes? 

3. To what extent can work-based courses be constructed from a portfolio 
of re-usable content-based modules? 

4. Should more effort be made to develop more flexible process-based 
frameworks (like IDIBL) for wider application? 

5. Can these frameworks be relevant for the traditional university intake?  

6. What would this mean for how curriculum delivery is organised? 

7. Does the university need to accept that it needs to maintain both 
approaches, and what does this mean for its organisation? 

8. Should effort be made to develop an online resource for course authors 
and build the community of those interested in teaching, learning and 
curriculum development across the university? 

9. What will the relationship of these new groups of learners be to the 
UoB, for example, are they students, customers or workers? 

10. What will the relationship be of employers with UoB? 

11. How might the role of the HE teacher need to change, for example, are 
they coaches, mentors or consultants? 

The answers to these questions will determine the future actions of the 
Coeducate project. It may result in a bifurcation of its activities, on the one 
hand seeking to improve the efficiency of existing approaches through 
technological intervention, while on the other hand developing new models, 
frameworks and processes to enable work-based learning that is sensitive to 
the needs of both the workplace and the individuals involved. 
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To support the decisions around the questions above, key issues and 
approaches identified include: 

Different and accessible ways of representing a curriculum for different 
purposes and audiences is needed. 

• The curriculum development process includes a range of people across 
the university and should do so in a way that stimulates new, creative 
and imaginative courses. 

• Employers need be able to easily contribute in ways that are relevant to 
their particular contribution. 

• Potential students need to be able to readily understand what it is that 
courses are offering and what their experience of studying will be like. 

Validation of new courses 

• Ownership is a key issue with staff keen to develop their own courses 
and modules. 

• Establishing a business case – can we pick winners from losers? 
• Significant cross school working on delivery is difficult because of the 

operation of costs centres and rivalry between schools over control of 
boundary subject areas. 

• Assessment practice needs to change to increase formative and reduce 
overall amount of summative assessment and use different approaches 
to evaluating what students know and can do without the use of 
examinations. 

• Listen up as well as direct down. 

Coordination across related initiatives at UoB? 

• Senate Committee for Innovations & Employer Engagement and the 
Business	  Support	  and	  Development	  Unit	  (BSDU). 

• The Learning activities group of the e-Strategy whose purpose is to raise 
the profile of good practice. 

• VLE developments that need to provide an online University experience, 
not simply replace the face-to-face delivery of taught modules. 

• The GMSA advance catalogue, how will the initiative be taken forward? 
• The Employer Based Training, how does this fit into the overall portfolio 

of activities? 
• Use of the Professional Development Framework to develop new 

courses for individuals and cohorts. 
• Technology development across central units and support for e-learning 

across departments. 
• Widening Participation, Employer Co-funded numbers, Economic 

Challenge Investment Fund. 
• Contribution to the review of the UoB institutional strategy 



Coeducate project baseline report.  University of Bolton.  Stephen Powell & Oleg Liber.  
Version 2.  July 2009.  JISC Curriculum Design Programme  

 31 

P30 
 • Coordination of activities with E-strategy and Teaching, Learning & 

Retention Strategy. 
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Validation process– stakeholders perspective 
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ADA Flowchart 
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University systems 
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Rich picture 
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Technological interventions in module life-cycle 
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