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DRAFT MINUTE OF THE LEARNING, TEACHING AND RESEARCH COMMITTEE MEETING 
held on Wednesday 6th December 2017 at 16:00 in the CfEE Conference Room, Thurso 

 
Present 
 

Mrs Heather McLean, Chair 
Mr Donald MacBeath, Principal 
Mr Ryan Gow 
Mr John Perry 
Mr Andrew Kerr 
Mr David Olds 
 

In attendance 
 
 
 
 

Mrs Anne Bremner, Director of Learning and Teaching 
Professor Stuart Gibb, Director of the Environmental Research Institute 
Mr Adam Pool, Secretary to the Board 

  Preliminaries 
   
 1 Apologies 

  Apologies had been received from Mr Graham Birnie and Ms Nicky Herd. 
   

 2 Declarations of Interest 
  Members were invited to submit a declaration of interest in any item on the agenda. No declarations 

were made and members were reminded that a declaration could be made at any point throughout 
the meeting as appropriate. 

   
 3 Draft Minute of the previous meeting (13-09-17) 

  Mrs Mclean noted a typo on page 6 regarding the word consolations, which should be consultations. 
There being no other amendments required, the minute of the previous meeting was proposed as an 
accurate record. 

   
 4 Actions/ Matters arising from the previous meeting 
  Members reviewed each of the action points in turn. 

 
LTR0917/01 - Complete 
 
LTR0917/02 - Complete 
 

   

  Items for Decision 
 

 5 Education Scotland Evaluative Report & Enhancement Plan 16/17 

   
This Director of Learning and Teaching explained that this report came about in response to the new 
quality arrangements from Education Scotland and this is the first year of implementation. She 
explained that all colleges are required to produce this report for the SFC and Education Scotland in 
accordance to the new framework. The Principal and the Director of Learning and Teaching met with 2 
Education Scotland representatives in October for a pre-endorsement meeting and the final draft EREP 
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was submitted on 31st October 2017. The formal EREP endorsement meeting took place on the 24th 
November but it was decided that the College had no need to make adjustments or provide any further 
exemplification. This will go to the full Board for approval on the 13th December 2017. There are no 
requirements in the first year to provide grades but the College did provide them and the response was 
that Education Scotland felt NHC had undersold its grades and it was commented that NHC had “Very 
Good” grading across all areas. 
 
The Principal added some observations about this. Firstly that historically, Colleges have been required 
to have an inspection every four years. The onus now is on the College to annually review itself and 
come up with an action plan. With being the first year of this, it has been a significant task on the 
Director of Learning and Teaching. Secondly, the feedback to the Principal from Education Scotland was 
that the quality of the report in the upper 25% of nationally produced papers. The Committee noted 
the hard work and passed on their appreciation to the Director of Learning and Teaching. The Principal 
also added that this will become a primary quality planning document. 
 
Ms McLean noted that with the new policies and procedures the College must deal with she felt the 
support of staff development would be a priority. The Director of Learning and Teaching also 
commented that due to the new staff positions created with the academic restructure, staff with new 
responsibilities may not have experience in things such as evaluative writing, and developing this will 
be a priority. The College will be involved with the UHI partners to support developing regional quality 
processes to see how colleagues across the partnership can be supported. 
 
The Director of Learning and Teaching In future years the data required for this document will be easier 
to collect as she now knows how to access the relevant data and tweak it for subsequent years.  
 
Mr Kerr questioned whether the College had over reported but the Director of Learning and Teaching 
felt the amount of work was just right, however the College were realistic about the data that was to 
be included so a fair representation of the College was portrayed. 
 
The Principal commented that as a sector there is a high expectation on reporting and this was 
especially true for UHI. Colleges must address local priorities as well as regional priorities and with the 
Highlands and Islands local and regional priorities are very different, due to the size of the region. The 
challenge is contributing to the regional agenda, in a region with many colleges.  
 
Ms Mclean questioned about what was being investigated in regards to students dropping out. The 
Director of Learning and Teaching confirmed that this was about possibly identifying a way to flag up 
earlier on in the process which students should be given more leniency for missing classes due to 
additional needs. For example when a student misses a certain amount of classes this is flagged up to 
staff and the funding will eventually be stopped. This then means that the most vulnerable students 
who may not be able to travel into College for various reasons and eventually must drop out. If issues 
the students have that may affect attendance were flagged up earlier, it may stop this from happening 
and more support could be given. The type of students that may be effected by this are young carers 
whose attendance may be at risk. NHC will not have system in place of this academic year but a solution 
is being looked at for subsequent years. 
 
The Principal commented that the biggest challenge is getting students from an initial interest in 
coming to the College, to getting their funding in place. The process for applying for funding is quite a 
long and complex one and must be done within SFC guidelines. Some students, particularly the most 
vulnerable ones are asked to complete tasks that they are out of their comfort zone and have no 
experience of this type of application. Extensive evidence is needed to apply and that includes parental 
income and students bank details. This can possibly put some students off. The Director of Learning 
and Teaching also added that for students to continue their College experience it would be ideal if the 
funding process was complete before the term began so the students only needed to worry about the 
studies rather than the financial aspects. 
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The Principal informed the Committee of the new contract that has come into place for funding 
applications which meant that any funding will now be processes centrally by SAAS. This removes the 
ability of NHC staff to process funding for students and this may cause additional concern on the 
student’s side. Also a concern for FE students will be that if SAAS refuses a bursary application, the 
student will need to get a loan. This may also may deter students.  
 
Ms Mclean commended Anne for the work that has gone into the Document. 
 
 

   
 6 Local Student Partnership Agreement 
   
  The Director of Learning and Teaching informed the Committee that Mr Gow had been involved the 

UHI Student Partnership Agreement and following that it had been decided that a Local Partnership 
agreement would follow. A template was provided by HISA and NHC tailored it to their needs which 
are the sections marked in yellow. Ms Herd, the HISA representative, has been involved in creating 
spaces for additional needs students to go to such as a bolt-hole area. At the moment this is currently 
in Student Services but a separate quiet space for students would be more ideal. It was also agreed 
that action would be taken to try and improve the student survey responses. These two areas were put 
ahead for the first year. Mr Gow commented that there was a new development for the learning 
environment “Blackboard” to improve accessibility. It was also discussed that new signs had gone up 
around the College in each of the spaces where students can go. These signs are green, amber or red 
corresponding to the type of behaviour expected in each area. Green would mark a general social 
space, amber would represent a group study area where quiet talking was permitted and red would be 
a silent zone. Mr Kerr asked whether or not there were funds for non-teaching spaces in the College. 
The Director of Learning and Teaching confirmed there is a small fund and in the plans for the new 
campus it is being considered what can be done to accommodate new non-teaching areas for students. 
Mr Gow confirmed the Student association also has a small budget for this type of work but the 
Committee were reminded that the different campuses also need to be taken into account  and this a 
particular challenge in Alness where space is limited. 
 
Mr Perry asked if students were keen to become course representatives. Mr Gow stated that a 
minimum of one course rep per class is stipulated in the agreement but two would be ideal. He felt 
that the majority of programs had a least one representative at the moment. 
 
The agreement was approved for presenting to the full Board.  
 
  

   
 7 Director of Learning and Teaching Report 

   
  The Director of Learning ad teaching gave a summary of the report and then took the members 

through some of the items in more detail.  
 
Student Targets V Actual Update 2017/18 
The Director of Learning and Teaching highlighted that the College are in a good position for HE 
credits at 7½ away from target and believes at the end of the year the FTE will reach 413, which 
creates approximately £5,000 per each FTE. The Director of Learning and Teaching confirmed the 
number 7 ½ was the full time equivalent. For example a student on part time would equal ½.  These 
numbers are already higher than last year and this may be due to the uplift caused by the fact that 
some courses are now in their second year and have two years running and some of the programs 
such as the Golf Management have done better than anticipated.  
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The FE credits are down from last year and it is anticipated that more credits are to come into the 
system which will hopefully bolster the FE numbers. There are a few more programs starting, such as 
the personal empowerment program in Invergordon which will also boost this. The Director of 
Learning and Teaching is still hopeful that the targets will be met. The Principal commented that 
some of the short full time courses which are soon to start which will boost these numbers, such as 
the equine courses which tend to start nearer to Easter time. It was also important to remember that 
the College can’t go too far over the targets as funding is only available up to the target number. 
 
Mr Olds arrived at 17:00. 
 
PI Initial Overview 
The Director of Learning and teaching pointed out that the figures in this section were benchmarked 
against the 2015/16 figures as the 2016/17 figures are not available until January 2018. There seems 
to be a slight downward trend on the full time course completion and there is a correlation from 
these figures to the withdrawal rates. It is important to understand what the reasons for these are 
and what actions can be taken to remedy these. NHC is still one of the highest within the sector and 
the region for full time course completion. The Principal explained to the Committee that the view of 
the Government was that success rates are not high enough within the sector. The process of 
intensification through the Regional Outcome Agreement will set a huge level of expectation and the 
Government will have an expectation that the Colleges retain more students and improve success 
rates.  
The Principal felt that with the dip in PI’s the only thing that he feels may have effected these success 
rates were the periods of industrial action. These were not the only cause of disruption but is worth 
noting. This needs to be looked at course level to see if there are any ways to remedy the drop in 
success rates for the future.  
 
New Course Developments 
The Director of Learning and Teaching commented that the MSC Engineering Programme has gone 
through its first stage of development successfully and the new Creative Writing Degree is going 
through validation. If the College meets the conditions by the 18th of December this course can be 
advertised for September 2018 start. She also commented on queries that have been received from 
HNC accounting students about a desire to continue into the HND level. However this is not currently 
offered at the College. In order to provide the HND course a new member of staff would need to be 
employed and it was decided last year this was not feasible. Students are still keen to be able to 
undertake the HND in accounts this year and solutions are being looked at. A revised proposal from 
the Learning Teaching and Quality Committee will be submitting a proposal to the Board for this, 
keeping in mind it will need to be budgeted for. The Director of Learning and Teaching also had 
discussed with the subject leader at UHI about this and this course would need to be networked to 
make it viable. Mr Perry also mentioned that at a presentation he was invited to give students, this 
came up with the accounting students and they were very vocal about it. He was glad to see that they 
have continued to raise the issue. The Director of Learning and Teaching feels that a solution to this 
problem will ned to come through the network for UHI as it requires specialist skills and knowledge 
that nobody employed at NHC has. This will be continued to be looked at.  
 
Initial feedback from Student Surveys 
The Director of Learning and Teaching explained to the Board that overall the survey response rates 
are much lower that the number of students. An Action Plan form the surveys is being formulated by 
looking at common themes through all the surveys. There have been a number of actions taken to try 
and improve response rates. With the Early Experience Survey a lot of work has been done to 
encourage students to complete and numbers do seem to have improved.  
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Research- Teaching Staff 
This item was asked for by the Committee and the Director Learning and Teaching provided a 
summary highlighting 2 members’ of staff undergoing there Masters qualification and member of the 
Alness music team working on a long term project working with electronic music for therapeutic 
proposes.  

   
 8 HISA Depute Update 
   
  Ms Herd was not present at the meeting so Mr Gow gave a brief summary of the report. He 

highlighted the Liberation Working Group which a group set up by the HISA for the University to 
promote LGBT and equality within the Colleges. It covers things such as having representation for 
minority groups and Ms Herd has been working with the academic partners to improve on these 
issues.  Ms Herd has been involved in training the course representatives, helping them to 
understand their role in the College and how to fulfil their role to benefit the students the most. Ms 
Herd is also looking into the new Blackboard student IT system. The most important factor in the 
merging to a new system would be that it has to happen between terms so the students start fresh 
with the new system in a new year. Mr Gow also informed the Committee that Ms Herd is working, 
with UHI, on a student experience working group which works towards improving the student 
experience. She has also been looking over 18’s nights for student’s to get involved with out with the 
College. The Director of Learning and Teaching felt in the past NHC was being short changed by the 
support received from HISA and this was fed back to them.  The new HISA Student coordinator is now 
in Orkney and this means it easier for them to come to NHC and it is felt that the support has since 
improved.  

   
 

 9.  NHC Risk Register 

   
  The Principal explained to the Committee that there were Risks that this Committee is responsible for. 

Risk 8, which has a focus on quality, and Risk 9 which is regards the relevance of the Curriculum.    
 
Risk 8  
The Principal highlighted the single biggest development of the Action Plan from the EREP. This will be 
taken forward shortly. Brexit featured in this Risk and still continues to be a concern. There were no 
changes proposed to this Risk.  
 
Risk 9  
These actions have been refreshed to highlight to the Committee what the College is doing to keep the 
curriculum relevant. One of these actions is to facilitate stronger employer engagement and the 
Principal attended a meeting in November held by SGFC and the Government to give an opportunity 
to colleges, schools, UHI and the DYW Regional Board to have their say about the Developing the Young 
Workforce Initiative. The planned period is halfway through but it will most likely be extended. The 
Principal felt this was a useful day and the facilitators from other meetings throughout the country 
regarding this will gather to discuss any recommendations made at the meetings.  
 
There was no proposal to change this risk and the Principal commented that the Risk Register will be 
refreshed in the new year, flowing from the Strategic Plan.  
 

   
 10 NHS Health and Social Discussion 
   

  The Principal, informed the Committee that there are two discussions to report on regarding this item. 
 
The Director of Learning and Teaching informed the Committee that she had a meeting with Maimie 
Thompson and Mike Flavell. The meeting explored the local challenges the NHS is facing and what 
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opportunities there could be for NHC to work with them. Things such as staff development needs the 
College could help with and career days that NHS representatives could be invited to, which could raise 
awareness of job roles in the NHS. It was felt that Foundation Apprenticeships would be something 
that would benefit the College and raise awareness of which courses could lead to a career in the NHS. 
It was also discussed that if there were any NHS projects the College could get involved with to show 
that a collaborative approach was being taken to aid not only the College but the NHS as well. For 
example there is an in increasing need for community care and it was felt that this may be something 
that would be beneficial to explore collaboratively. The Principal added that there is work to be done 
in this area and the challenges that the College staff had had with this was to identify who is the correct 
representative of NHS to talk to. He informed the Committee that he participated in a meeting with 
Eann Sinclair of the CNSRP, Trudy Morris, and the Clinical Director for North and West Operational Unit, 
Dr Catherine Jones. She is trying to take forward a plan to review the aspects of healthcare in the area. 
The meeting brought to light 3 specific opportunities. The First being need to work collaboratively to 
provide new training and the development of skills for those who support GP’s to allow them to take 
on duties that GP’s undertake. This will hopefully help alleviate the problems caused by the shortage 
of GP’s. Secondly the need to do more to inspire young people in the area to pursue a career in 
healthcare was discussed. The third opportunity was discussed informally. It regarded the Hospital in 
Wick being used as a training hub for students in the Highlands and Islands which may improve the 
numbers of healthcare workers staying in the local area. However this would not be a UHI decision. Ms 
Mclean suggested that the Principal contact Pam Garby to help with these discussions from a local 
perspective.   
 
ACTION – The Principal to contact Pam Garby to set up a meeting with Ms Mclean to discuss the 
College working with HJHS in the future. 
 
Ms Mclean commented that the MSP’s would be very supportive in helping this situation. The Principal 
also notified the Committee that the local MSP has been invited to the College to discuss this. The 
Director of Learning and Teaching added that UHI are offering courses in optometry and placements 
for students in Caithness may be a possibility. This item will kept on the agenda for future meetings.  
  

   

  ERI Newsletter Winter 2017 

   
  Plastic Pollution 

The Director of the ERI updated the committee on the global threat to seabirds which is a very big issue 
at the moment. This is an example of work which has a good societal connection for the ERI and 
connects to other work that is going regarding solutions to plastic pollution. For example assessing how 
special plastics could be used to remove pollutants from the water.  
 
Flow Country 
The Director of the ERI updated the Committee on the Flow Fields Centre being opened in the flow 
county at Forsinard. This will allow the ERI students to research the role of peatlands as a carbon store 
as well as for restoration and collaboration. This centre will also hopefully also encourage tourism in 
the area. He also highlighted that this area was on the UK’s tentative list of possible World Heritage 
Sites. However this will be challenging to get it to the stage of being a World Heritage site. It would 
however give it huge prestige. Mr Olds asked what percentage of Flow country in the world was in 
Scotland and The Director of the ERI felt it was about 10%. 

   
  Items for Noting. 
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 12 AOCB 

   
  Mr Olds Informed the Committee that in October there were exchange students from Norway 

undertaking the Game Keeping course at Dale Farm. And it is being looked at how this can be developed 
in the future, with the possibility of some of the students from NHC going to Norway.  

   
   
   

 
 
Date of Next Meeting: 21st March 2018. 16:00 
 
There being no other business the meeting was closed at 18:25 
 

 

 

Information recorded in College minutes are subject to release under the Freedom of Information (Scotland) Act 2002 
(FOI(S)A).  Certain exemptions apply: financial information relating to procurement items still under tender, legal 
advice from College lawyers, items related to national security.   
 
Notes taken to help record minutes are also subject to Freedom of Information requests, and should be destroyed as 
soon as minutes are approved. 
 
Status of Minutes Open   Closed   
 
An open item is one over which there would be no issues for the College in releasing the information to the public in 
response to a freedom of information request.   
 
A closed item is one that contains information that could be withheld from release to the public because an exemption 
under the Freedom of Information (Scotland) Act 2002 applies.   
 
The College may also be asked for information contained in minutes about living individuals, under the terms of the 
Data Protection Act 1988.  It is important that fact, rather than opinion, is recorded.   
 
Do the minutes contain items which may be contentious under the terms of the Data Protection Act 1988?  
Yes   No   
 

Signed by the Chair _______________________________________ 

 

Date ___________________________________________________ 
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