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MINUTES OF THE MEETING OF THE LEARNING, TEACHING AND RESEARCH COMMITTEE held on Wednesday 1st 

June, 2022 at 4 pm over Microsoft Teams 

 
Present 
 
 
 
 
 
In attendance 

 
Heather McLean, Chair 
John Hook, Vice Chair  
Peter Hylton, Staff Member   
Sophie-Ann Bain, Student member and HISA Representative 
Judith Crow (item 9 to the end only) 
 
Giles Huby, Director of External Engagement 
Professor Stuart Gibb, Director of Research and Innovation 
Sophie Dunnett, Assistant Director, Quality and Senior Phase  
Fiona Sinclair, Secretary to the Board of Management  
John Bowditch of Education Scotland (Items 1 to 5 only) 

  
 
 

  1. Apologies for absence 
Apologies for absence were intimated on behalf of Board members, Anna McInnes and Debbie 
Murray, the Principal, and on behalf of Tom Duff, the Director of Learning and Teaching.  It was 
noted that Judith Crow had a conflicting appointment and would join the meeting later.  The 
Committee noted that both the Principal and Director of Learning and Teaching had been called 
away at short notice due to family emergencies.  The Secretary confirmed that the meeting was 
quorate.    
 

2. Declarations of interest 
Members were invited to declare an interest either financial or non-financial in any item on the 
agenda and were reminded that they should declare an interest as early as possible during the 
meeting.  Members were advised that they must not remain in, nor participate in any way in, a 
part of the meeting in which they have declared an interest.  Members were also invited to 
declare a connection which does not amount to an interest in any item on the Agenda where in 
the interests of transparency they consider that it is appropriate to do so.    

There were no declarations of interest.  The Chair declared a connection in the NHS Workstream 
Report at Item 10.  

3. Minutes of previous meeting 
There was circulated for approval Report LTR0322/03 comprising the draft minutes of the 
meeting of the Committee which took place on 16th March, 2022.  The minutes were held as 
read and were unanimously approved.   
 

4. Action Sheet 
The Committee noted that there are currently no outstanding actions.   
   

5. Address by Education Scotland in relation to inspection report 
The Chair introduced Dr John Bowditch, the Lead Inspector in the recent Progress Visit by 
Education Scotland.  Dr Bowditch delivered a presentation to the Committee on the Progress 
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Visit Report dated 26th April 2022, in which it had been noted that UHI North Highland is making 
satisfactory progress.    A copy of the report had been circulated with the agenda.  
 
Dr Bowditch explained that HMI had been re-engaging with colleges, and the progress visit to 
UHI North Highland was one of 27 after a challenging period of two years in the sector when 
only remote communication had been possible.  He said that the in-person conversations 
conducted with students and staff during this inspection had been most welcome.  It had been 
interesting to hear about their challenges during the last two years as they now move on to 
hybrid learning.  The Committee noted that Education Scotland only engages around FE activity 
in the UHI partner colleges.  Consequently, this report does not cover HE. 
 
Five themes had been considered, and these five themes were the same across all 27 colleges 
in Scotland, allowing a sector wide “temperature check”.  The themes explored with staff and 
students were: 
 1.  Curriculum learning and teaching – learners are having a good experience in the College 
despite remote learning, and the hybrid learning which was in place when the Progress Visit took 
place.  The energy of staff was apparent. Staff had made considerable changes to some 
programmes to make them more suitable for remote or hybrid learning.  The creativity of staff 
came through strongly in conversations with staff and students.  Some courses seemed to run 
better now.  For example, in equine studies, remote learning was making the programme more 
affordable for students as they no longer required to travel great distances to the campus.  Staff 
made appropriate adjustments to the programmes including the induction for students to make 
sure that they could learn remotely.   Curriculum planning was strong, and it was interesting to 
hear about changes to curriculum planning around sharing of programmes tied in with the 
proposed merger and tied in with some of the FE activity in some of the partner colleges.  One 
area where further work was required was in connection with work with some of the local 
schools as there were issues with timetabling.  If schools want their pupils to have access to the 
wide range of courses, then they’ll have to make changes to their timetables to accommodate 
that.  That was the only area in relation to Curriculum Learning and Teaching where the Report 
noted that further work is required.  
 
2. Support for learners – this was very strong.  Learners had been well supported during the 
lockdowns, with equipment, IT assistance and wifi support all being available for FE.  During the 
period of hybrid learning when the inspection took place, the mixture of meeting on the campus, 
and some remote learning seemed to work well.  Services for students had moved online and 
continued to be delivered both online and face-to-face.  This seemed to work well, and the 
improvement in service was one of the unintended consequences of remote working.  Team 
working of support and teaching staff shone through.  Very strong support for students was 
noted and there were no areas where the college had further work to do. 
 
3. Learner engagement – learners reported a good relationship with College staff and said that 
they felt well-supported by staff, and were progressing well with their studies.  HISA has a 
positive relationship with the College and is represented on various college committees and 
works well with the Principal and staff.  The student “voice” is working well within the college 
with learners listened to and their views taken into account.  Some areas which required further 
work were that some learners were not aware of what HISA do.  This was stated not to be an 
issue unique to UHI NH.  The period of remote learning made it challenging for students to 
engage with the wider student population.   There was a good number of class representatives, 
but more students should be involved in that process and take advantage of the training which 
has been provided.       The College and HISA are aware of the challenges and are moving that 
forward.  
 
4. Evaluation approaches – it was good to see that the College’s well-established processes for 
ensuring quality and evaluation were continuing during the period of remote learning.  The 
College’s Quality Team provides good support throughout the College and were spoken about 
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very positively by staff during the visit.  Programme team meetings still took place and often 
within these meetings student voices were being heard. 
   
5. Learner progress and outcomes – most learners were achieving successful outcomes resulting 
in a certificated award.  The withdrawal rate is relatively low, sitting around 17 or 18 per cent.  
For fulltime FE learners, success rates were reasonably high and though dropping to around 66 
per cent last year, this is still higher than the sector average.  The challenges of remote and 
hybrid learning were acknowledged.  
 
In response to a question, the Assistant Director explained that the Executive Group are pleased 
that the timetable difficulty with Senior Phase had been mentioned in the report.  There had 
been recent engagement meetings between the College and the Council after a gap of two years.  
The timetable difficulty is not something the College can resolve, it has to be resolved at school 
level.  The more the schools direct the College to use virtual learning, the more the schools need 
to work to align their timetables with the College’s.  The College can provide the best product 
but the schools need to access it in order to make it worthwhile.   
 
The Committee welcomed the report and the Chair advised that at its last meeting the 
Committee had complimented staff on the successful visit.  The Chair thanked Mr Bowditch for 
his presentation and for his attendance.   
 
Professor Gibb commented that this was the first time that he had been closely involved in the 
Inspection process and said that he found the process had been very worthwhile and well 
conducted.   
 
Mr Bowditch thanked the Committee for their attention and left the meeting.   

  
 
 

6. Report by HISA Representative 
There had been circulated report (LTR0622/05) by Sophie-Ann Bain, the HISA representative and 
student member of the Board updating the Committee on HISA activities.  The Committee noted 
the following updates in particular: 
Travel – the College and HISA had worked with the bus company in relation to travel to the 
Alness Campus, and in relation to the buses between Thurso and Wick which will now run hourly. 
 
Accommodation – work has been ongoing involving both the HISA representative and the 
Principal.  Progress, albeit slow, is being made.   
 
HISA events – there was a notebook and pen giveaway in early May.  During the last week in 
May there was a free prize draw which raised funds for Stepping Stones Centre in Thurso.  
Around £250 was raised.  
 
Last meeting – Sophie-Ann reported that this would be her last meeting as HISA representative.   
The Committee noted the terms of the report, and on behalf of the Committee, the Chair 
thanked Sophie-Ann for the interest and enthusiasm she had shown in her role, congratulated 
Sophie-Ann on the commendable fundraising and wished her well for the future.   

 
7. Address on Research Excellence Framework by Director of Research and Innovation  

Professor Gibb explained that the REF is a process which takes place every five years to assess 
the quality of research being undertaken in all research-active universities across the country.  
It covers all disciplines and subject areas.  It is important for two main reasons:  

1. Reputation - Various agencies compile league tables based on the results so that universities 
know their rank compared to all other universities in UK, and all serious Higher Education 
Institutions take part.  
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2. Funding - It’s the mechanism by which the government distributes around £2.5billion in 
research funding across the UK.  For example, between a fifth and a quarter of all UHI 
research income came from REF from 2002 to 2009 

If a university secures finance one year that means its baseline finance will be relatively 
predictable for the next five years.  REF evolved into its current form in 2014.  It was introduced 
in 1985, and at that time it only assessed quality and was called the Research Assessment 
Exercise.  More recently, REF has considered quality of research and the impact of research on 
policy, economy and society etc.  REF has enhanced the quality of university research but the 
system has been criticised for leading to research being concentrated in the big universities at 
the expense of developing research in some of the smaller universities.  REF only rewards 
excellent research.   

The REF process is on a huge scale.  For example, in the 2021 exercise, 150 universities 
participated, which included about 76,000 academic staff and around 1,888 submissions each 
submission extending to several thousand pages.  All submissions are assessed through a several 
panels.  There are four main panels, with about 900 academic reviewers, and those four panels 
are broken down into 34 expert subpanels, also called Units of Assessment.   

REF assessed quality of research and impact of research.  In 2021, it also assessed the “research 
environment”.  Research environment includes the training and development of staff, the 
facilities, and the environment in which the research teams work to produce the work 
presented.  All the work is assessed.  Every submission receives a score of 0, 1, 2, 3 or 4 stars.  1 
star is a quality recognised nationally.  2 star is a quality recognised internationally, 3 star is a 
quality recognised as internationally excellent and 4 star is world leading.  The stars are reflected 
in the league tables showing the distribution of funding.  At the last round of funding, only 
submissions which had attained three or four stars were awarded funding – there was no 
funding for submissions which had only received one or two stars.  From this you can see that 
even if a submission is of a quality recognised internationally unless it is recognised as 
internationally excellent or world leading it will not receive funding.  The research-intensive 
universities eg Oxford and Cambridge prefer this method of assessment.   

Each submission is graded from 0 to 4 stars in each of the following areas, Outputs, impacts and 
environment, and then those areas are brought together to give an overall quality profile which 
is the basis on which league tables and assessments are developed. 

UHI had positive results in the 2021 assessments.  The volume of activity at UHI has increased 
over the years, and the quality of the submissions has increased considerably from 2008. This is 
partly a consequence of “gamesmanship” where universities seek only to submit high quality 
work, and partly the underlying trend that the quality of research is increasing.  The league tables 
show that UHI is the highest ranked modern university.  League tables are based on “gross point 
average” which is the average star rating of the work submitted.  The maximum would be 4, and 
UHI has a GPA of 2.96 up from 2.5 last time round.   

UHI is third in Scotland overall for environmental sciences, behind St Andrews and Edinburgh.  
In 2014 we were fourth behind Aberdeen and Glasgow.  Every university uses the data to show 
itself in the best light.   The next REF will be in 2027 or 2028.  Census date when info will have to 
be submitted will be 2026 or 2027.  We will need to be mindful of environment, early career 
support – does ERI have career structures and ability to invest in that.  Going forward, ERI needs 
to generate outputs, invest in people, and start to develop case studies to demonstrate impact 
right away.  It needs to start building this up now and do more work on environment, around 
culture, people, contracts, facilities.  There are many challenges in undertaking world class 
research in a tertiary establishment.  NHC also teaches school pupils, it’s harder for us than for 
St Andrews or Edinburgh University.  We will look at ERI strategy and revise targets to get the 
greatest reward in five years’ time.   
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The Chair thanked Professor Gibb for his fascinating address.   

Dr Hylton commented that the Director had mentioned the difficulty of NHC being a tertiary 
institution, and agreed that this creates a problem.  He said that time constraints, and his 
teaching commitments have not permitted him to conduct research and publish articles during 
his time at North Highland as he has done in previous employment.  Furthermore, he said that 
some years ago, he believed a world-class researcher colleague of his had left North Highland 
College due to being dissatisfied with the lack of opportunity to research during his time here.  
Dr Hylton said that UHI as a whole should consider this issue seriously because if UHI seek 
teachers who are also researchers and don’t afford them the opportunity to research, then the 
significant resource of these people’s research programmes and publishing ability has been 
wasted.  He said that in the University where he had worked in the US, to be on the teaching 
staff one was expected to have a research programme and to publish.   

Professor Gibb said that Dr Hylton made a fair point.  However, research is now a strategic 
priority in the North Highland College Strategic Plan, which gives research increased visibility 
and prominence.  North Highland College is being judged on the same REF as other universities 
but is expected to deliver to the local economy and support students at all levels from Senior 
Phase up.  Professor Gibb said that he is unaware of any other institutions being assessed over 
the entire spectrum in this way.  He said that he expects that the RICM will present a greater 
ability to increase the level of research.  UHI NH is part of the Research Business Knowledge 
Exchange Workstream which recognises that scholarship is an integral part of NHC work.  If 
everyone does this as part of their job, then people will be research-active and can be research 
graded and ultimately part of the REF.  The other challenge is that NHC has to comply with ONS 
guidance and works on a year-to-year financial basis which universities don’t have to do.  NHC 
like other incorporated colleges is disadvantaged in that it doesn’t have the same ability as 
universities outside ONS to be able to strategically invest.  In response to a question, the Director 
said that the RICM will have a positive impact on research activities. It’s hoped more people will 
get involved in scholarship, and he hoped scholarship would become part of the culture, with 
mentoring and training and shared resources and experience across the new institution.  
Professor Gibb said that currently, within North Highland College, none of his research team are 
academics.  Academics need to be allowed to develop as academics and undertake both 
teaching and research, and he expected this to be possible in the merged institution.  

The Director of External Engagement referred to the prominence of Research in the new 
Strategy, and referred to a Strategy day for the curriculum leaders to gather in Dornoch recently.  
He said there is a small Knowledge Exchange project in engineering at the moment.  There are 
green shoots there but there must be continued focus on knowledge exchange.  NHC will have 
to make time for scholarship research and Knowledge Exchange and have projects ready to go 
so that staff can buy time out of teaching.  Funding will be there, particularly in the energy sector.   

The Committee welcomed the presentation, the terms of which were noted and it was agreed 
that the Director would keep the Committee and the Board up to date with research activities 
and progress so that support can be provided where appropriate.     

 

8. ERI Pipeline Report 
There was circulated report LTR0622/07 previously circulated to the Finance and General 
Purposes Committee on 25th May, 2022, including the ERI “pipeline” report, and providing a 
general update on ERI activities.  Professor Gibb explained that the report shows the endeavour 
that goes into obtaining getting grant funding.  He explained the table to the Committee.  The 
table shows the value to ERI of each set of project funding, and it shows where the money 
would flow in subsequent years.  The colour of the final column shows whether the funding 
application was successful (green), unsuccessful (red) or awaiting result (yellow). Apart from 
the REF, he said that all research funding is secured through competitive grant tenders where 
the likelihood of success is between 5 and 30 per cent (in the data set referred to).  He said 
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that it’s important to understand that any proposal submitted may not be successful, and that 
a high proportion of applications are rejected.   
 
Going forward, Professor Gibb explained that this “pipeline” table will be embedded in a new 
style of report which will be circulated to Committee members and to staff and students, 
including ERI staff and students, so that everyone gets the same information and ERI is seen to 
be open and transparent.     

In response to a question from a member, Professor Gibb explained that Horizon funding is the 
main research funding which flows through the EU, and that following Brexit, the ERI is no longer 
eligible to apply for Horizon funding.  For the last two years of UK being a member of the EU, 
European organisations were excluding UK organisations from being partners in funding 
applications due to the element of risk and the uncertainty as to how an application which 
included a UK organisation as a partner would be considered.  This has settled down a bit, but 
UK organisations are still not able to participate and financially benefit from Horizon funding in 
the same way as they could pre-Brexit.  

The Committee noted the terms of the report, the new style of report to be brought to the 
Committee in future, and the points made by Professor Gibb in discussion.  

  

9. Student Carers’ Policy  

There was circulated report LTR0622/08 by the Student Support Manager at UHI providing a 
copy of the Student Carers Policy.  In response to a question, the Director of External 
Engagement and Facilities agreed to obtain from the Student Support Manager some statistics 
on the numbers of student carers at UHI North Highland College.  These figures could be 
considered by the Board along with the policy.   

The Committee agreed to recommend that the Board of Management approve the Student 
Carers Policy.   

Action: Director of External Engagement and Facilities to obtain statistics on the number of 
student carers.  

 

10. Report by Director of Learning and Teaching 

There was circulated report LTR0622/09 by the Director of Learning and Teaching summarising 
the main Learning, Teaching and Quality matters since the March meeting of the Committee.   

In the absence of the Director of Learning and Teaching, the Director of External Engagement 
and Facilities addressed the Committee on the report, and agreed to take away any queries and 
come back to the Board with responses in due course.  It was noted that the report was in a new 
format with an executive summary at the beginning, and that the matter of KPIs not formerly 
included in the report is now being addressed.     

Activity Targets – the report has a detailed breakdown and comparisons with other colleges.  
The headline is the current year’s credit output which is projecting to be about 1,500 less than 
had been originally anticipated.  It is not yet known whether there will be a financial clawback 
in that respect.  Mr Huby explained that the credit projection for next year looked much more 
positive.  The matter of the credit shortfall is not unique to North Highland and indeed is a fairly 
widespread problem across the sector, partly due to covid, and partly due to reticence to leave 
school to go to college while employment levels also have an impact 

Curriculum updates – the progress of the curriculum review in both HE and FE is discussed.  The 
Committee was already aware of the review, and the report explained the approach to the 
review, and factors taken into account in whether modules should be retired or retained.  For 
HE, where a subject network can’t agree on how to adapt its curriculum, then that goes to PPF 
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for a final decision.  It’s a complicated, time-consuming process which is progressing well.  The 
FE review is more project based.  There are pilot projects with courses which would be delivered 
by West Highland and Argyll.  There will also be a pilot project around the feasibility of working 
on courses which are more vocational and practical in nature.  If it’s a theory subject, it’s easier 
to deliver on a networked basis than a practical subject, but this will be considered.  In response 
to a question Mr Huby commented that although the curriculum update sounds very positive it 
has presented some challenges.  

Developments in EBE – in FE Scottish Gas are looking to bring their apprentices in energy training 
to North Highland.  Recruitment is ongoing to replace a staff member who delivered courses to 
schools in engineering and construction.  There’s employer engagement happening in 
hospitality.   

Learning for Life and Work – there were logistical problems in getting the course up and running 
but Hall renovations are ongoing so more students can be accommodated, demonstrating 
teamwork across the College.  In future, this course will be led by academic staff led by the 
Curriculum Leader for Business, Hospitality and Rural Studies. 

Quality and Staff Development – here, lots of work is happening in terms of doing lessons- 
learned reviews, and ways are being developed where best practice for supporting students can 
be adopted.  The new Professional Development Lead is doing great work with the academic 
staff.  The Assistant Director indicated that they hope to engage a modern apprentice who will 
work across Senior Phase and Policy. 

Mental Health and Wellbeing – Mr Huby explained that the Director of Learning and Teaching 
had spent a lot of his time so far going round the different campuses in North Highland engaging 
with colleagues, and had noted many challenges, including teaching staff having heavy 
assessment loads and having little time for their activities in the research context.  He said the 
Director is keen to address this for all staff, and also address issues where difficulties have arisen 
due SQA changing their rules.     

The Chair thanked Mr Huby and said the Committee looked forward to hearing from Mr Duff at 
a future meeting.  In response to a question as to whether the HR team were involved in the 
issue of mental health and wellbeing, Mr Huby said sometimes these issues are not formally 
reported.  Staff must be encouraged to make their line managers aware of the issues and HR 
need to be aware of the issues too so that hard data can be prepared reflecting the discussions 
and the overall situation.  It was agreed that preventative measures need to be discussed with 
the HR Manager to strengthen the “joined up” approach across the College.  The Assistant 
Director assured the Committee that discussions with the HR Manager had already taken place, 
mental health first aiders had been trained, and that conversations about staff health and 
wellbeing were taking place, assessing tools currently available and systems which require to be 
in place to quantify and address current issues. 

Dr Hylton, staff member of the Board, said that quantifying the issues is not as straightforward 
as one might think as often line managers are not informed at an early stage, and this academic 
year has been stressful generally for both staff and students. 

Professor Gibb said that a similar situation has been reported by ERI staff as PhD students 
haven’t been able to get out to the field, or into the lab, new project plans have to be drawn up, 
they have to go back to funders with changes.  If staff have only one PhD student they might be 
able to absorb the work but if there’s several, then the effect is cumulative.  The Chair advised 
that Mr Hook could report this to the HR Committee.  She stated that this Committee is 
concerned with the impact on learning, teaching and research, and noted the considerable 
impact on every aspect on College life.  John Hook said that it was very useful to hear the 
discussion and would expect the data to align with the information already going to HR 
Committee.  From an oversight point of view it’s important that the Board is aware of this 
information albeit some of it is operational.  Professor Gibb said that by the time the trigger 
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point is reached, often it’s too late.  People try to do the right thing to support students but 
people sometimes overextend but it’s difficult to identify when the pressure becomes too much. 

The Chair, on behalf of the Committee, welcomed the useful and honest discussion and said that 
pressure had been building over the past two and a half years, and the impact on learning, 
teaching and research staff and students could not be underestimated, that the Board would 
endeavour to provide support where it could.  The Committee noted the position.            

       

11. Report by Assistant Director Quality and Senior Phase 
There was circulated report LTR0622/10, the quarterly report by the Assistant Director Quality 
and Senior Phase, summarising the main actions and outcomes, and providing an update to 
the previous report.   

Before considering the report the Assistant Director gave an overview of the NHS workstreams 
as detailed in the appendix to her report which was an extract from an NHS Highland document 
shared with NHS colleagues in Caithness and Sutherland.   Progress on each of the individual 
workstreams, namely Nursing, Skills Sharing, Prince’s Trust, Graduate Apprentice Occupational 
Therapists, Career Pathways, Health and Social Care Support, SVQs and IT upskilling,  as outlined 
in the report appendix was noted with satisfaction.  

The Assistant Director then turned to her Senior Phase report, and highlighted the following in 
particular:   

Applications - The Table of Applications showed a very healthy situation with some very pleasing 
statistics.   Some figures had altered due to numbers being allocated differently.  South 
engineering figures have been added in this year.   

Partnership working – Developing the Young Workforce figures are one of the stronger 
partnerships.  Re-engagement with coordinators on a face-to-face basis has been very 
successful.  The Strategic Working Group with HC had a three-year hiatus but face-to-face 
meetings have re-started.  The three-year Strategic Plan with Highland council will be re-visited 
as it has become out-of-date partly due to the way North Highland works with other UHI 
partners.   

Quality – only one policy requires attention from Sophie’s team before that piece of work can 
be moved over to the Compliance Team to make sure all of the policies comply with updates 
and that ownership of all policies is clear, and policies are reviewed as required.  Policies will 
then be stored centrally, and their content disseminated.  After that work (Part One) has been 
completed, Part Two, which is a similar piece of work for the procedures, will be undertaken.  
This area of work is important and necessary.   There are still areas where no single policy is in 
place across all UHI colleges.  

The Committee noted the terms of the report and the additional information provided at the 
meeting.   

 

12. Risk Register 
There was circulated report LTR/0622/11 by the Principal providing the Committee with 
monitoring information on the risks identified in the College Risk Register as being relevant to 
this Committee.   
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In the absence of the Principal the Director of Facilities and External Engagement described the 
risks to the Committee and made no recommendations for change.  It was noted that Tom Duff 
would be considering the risks as part of his role as Director of Learning and Teaching.   

The Committee noted the current risk register and the associated risks considered by this 
Committee and agreed that no changes be made.   

13. Magnus Davidson  
Before the meeting closed, the Chair wished to record the Committee’s thanks to Magnus 
Davidson whose four-year term as staff board member had come to an end in March.  The 
Chair mentioned in particular Magnus’s constructive contribution to debate and his mentoring 
of student Board members over the years.     

The meeting closed at 6.00 pm. 

 
  

 
 
 
 
 

ACTION SHEET 
 

Action, Date and Responsible Person Status at 6th September 2022 

Student Carers’ Policy – Director of 
External Engagement and Facilities to 
obtain statistics on the number of 
student carers.  

 

 

 

   
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 


