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MINUTE OF THE LEARNING, TEACHING AND RESEARCH COMMITTEE MEETING 
held on Wednesday 11th September 2019 at 16:00 in the CfEE Conference Room, Thurso 

 
Present 
 

Mrs Heather McLean, Chair 
Ms Tia Cannop 
Mr Donald McBeath, College Principal  
Mr Magnus Davidson 
Mr Patrick Murray 
 
  

In attendance 
 
 
 
 

Mrs Anne Bremner, Director of Learning, Teaching and Quality 
Stuart Gibb, Director of ERI 
Mr Struan Mackie, Secretary to the Board 

 Preliminaries 
  

1 Apologies 
 Apologies had been received from Mr David Olds.  
  

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 (05/06/19) 
 The minute of the previous meeting was proposed as an accurate record, first by Mr Murray and 

seconded by Mr Davidson. 
  
4 Actions/ Matters arising from the previous meeting 
  

LTR0619/1- The College is still awaiting minutes from the NHC/NHS Working Group for February. This 
has been requested on two occasions and any minutes, when produced, will be circulated to the LTR 
Committee. This is likely to be when the NHC/NHS working group meets at the North Highland 
College. This action is ongoing. 
 
LTR0619/2 – Student targets have been circulated by the outgoing Board Secretary and the action 
was closed 
 
LTR0619/3 – Apprenticeships figures have been included in the Director of Learning, Teaching and 
Quality Report. Action was closed. 
 
Mrs McLean asked the Director of Learning, Teaching and Quality how the new Virtual Learning 
Environment (VLE) has been progressing, with the Director noting that it was a substantial change 
and training and support was provided to staff during the transition. 
 
Mr Davidson noted that the transition was smoother than anticipated and that from a teaching 
perspective it had been positive thus far, certainly from ERI. Ms Cannop advised that it was early days 
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and it would take time for students to feedback on the new VLE which could be expected as students 
return to their classes in the coming weeks. 
 

  
5 Director of Learning, Teaching and Quality Report 
  The Director of Learning and Teaching and Quality talked the Committee through each of the points in 

the report. 
 
Student Targets V Actual Update 2018/19 
The Director of Learning and Teaching commented that this was a more positive picture than expected, 
with FE targets, both Core and ESIF, having been met. The figures have been audited, so it is now 
accepted that the figures are final. 
 
A huge amount of effort was made to meet these targets and the work of College staff was commended 
in meeting the target in challenging times. Applications have been up (around the 8-10% mark 
depending on the application cycle) but converting applications into enrolment has always been 
challenging. 
 
Mr Murray and Mrs McLean congratulated the efforts made to meet the FE targets for last year and 
questioned whether the exercises undertaken would be taken forward for future years. The Director 
of Learning, Teaching and Quality noted that there were some areas, such as working closer with the 
schools that would be taken forward. The College Principal noted the annual exercise that is 
undertaken to review credits throughout the year which allows senior staff to monitor credit shortfalls. 
 
Applications and enrolment 
The Director of Learning, Teaching and Quality commented that applications were up on previous years 
and in certain areas of the curriculum within HE, interest is being converted, particularly within 
programmes such as golf, film and creative writing. For Further Education there has also been an 
increasing trend, given the reduced target for HE for 2019/20 it is a more positive picture than previous 
years. The complete picture will be known as students enter courses over the coming weeks, although 
an update will be provided for members at the next Board of Management on the 18th of September. 
 
The Director stressed the success of the ‘open days’ in converting the numbers. The College Principal 
noted a number of conversations with students who have joined the golf programmes, where 25 
students will be joining NHC. The diversity within the student group was vast and the profile of Dornoch 
as a ‘golfing community’ was overwhelmingly positive. The Principal noted that the NHC operates in a 
very competitive environment and differentiating the College is increasingly important. 
 
Mr Murray asked if other course programmes carried out open days like those in Dornoch. The Director 
of Learning, Teaching and Quality noted that successful open days have been conducted for equine 
studies in the past. 
 
Mrs McLean asked the Principal if any of the students are using the halls of residence in Dornoch. Mr 
McBeath noted that occupancy is now above 2/3rd and that the profile of students using the residence 
were predominantly young. 
 
Apprenticeship Data 
The Director of Learning, Teaching and Quality provided a narrative of the apprenticeship data, 
highlighting the steady increases in Foundation Apprenticeships over the last three years, with the 
doubling of completions in the previous period. 
 
The number of modern apprenticeships are likely to rise based on the current numbers presented, with 
the College aiming for similar numbers to the previous year. 
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The agreement with the Caithness Chamber of Commerce was noted, with College being part of a 
framework to support apprenticeships across foundation, modern and graduate schemes. The Director 
of Learning, Teaching and Quality outlined that although NHC is not leading on any specific graduate 
apprenticeship schemes, the college is engaged in discussions around engineering and health and social 
care provision. 
 
Curriculum Review 
The Director of Learning, Teaching and Quality commented that the review has concluded and that the 
efficiency gains and growth opportunities are now being pursued. The initial focus has been on making 
savings and this has led to a 5fte reduction in staffing levels being identified. 
 
Mr Murray asked the Director if the Curriculum Review had an inverse impact on staff morale. The 
Director of Learning, Teaching and Quality noted that the review created uncertainty and this was not 
a positive environment for some staff. The College Principal concurred with the Director’s assessment 
and stressed that the College must now prove to staff that the review was necessary and the validation 
will be seen with the increase in student numbers, which will safeguard staff positions and provide a 
long-term sustainable future for the College.   
 
Curriculum Development 
The Director of Learning, Teaching and Quality informed the Committee that NHC Assistant Director 
for Care and Creative Arts, Sophie Dunnett has begun a two-year internal secondment from her AD role 
to focus on Rural Health and Schools Liaison. This work includes significant developments in identifying 
the future role requirements of the Health Board, working with schools and helping identify where 
skills provision is needed. 
 
The development of the schools curriculum continues. Approximately 416 students attended an 
induction in June for College delivered programmes in 2019/20, the attendance rate was up by more 
than 60 students on the previous year. 
 
Curriculum Staffing Vacancy Update 
The Director of Learning, Teaching and Quality informed the Committee that Giles Huby has been 
employed as the new Director of ETEC. He is carrying out assessments on the current curriculum, 
looking at ensuring course delivery due to staff changes. 
 
The review of Access provision and Life and Work Skills is ongoing. The Personal Empowerment 
Programme (PEP) will begin in September in Thurso, with plans for a revised PEP programme for Alness 
expected later in the year. 
 
 
2019/20 Evaluation Activity 
The Director of Learning,Teaching and Quality informed the Committee that the college will be required 
to produce a report for the SFC by the 31st of October.  It is assumed that the report will focus on 
retention, attainment, progression and recruitment however the guidance has not been circulated at 
this time. 
 
The Director noted that a progress visit (PV) from Education Scotland will take place on the 5th and 6th 
of November this year. The visit will focus on the NHC’s progress with the Enhancement Plan and how 
the College compares against Regional Outcome Agreement measurement targets. An update on this 
matter will be provided to the next LTR meeting. 
 
In advance of this meeting, the Director noted that early reports on retention were down on previous 
years, with a 5.5% increase in dropout rates across ‘early retention’ and end of year loss (student 
retention). Mr Murray asked if any of the retention reduction could be explained by students leaving 
to enter employment. The Director noted that it is likely that positive destinations do make up an 
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element of this rate but that this figure will also include exclusions, students unable to obtain funding 
and illness. The importance of understanding any decline in retention was stressed to the Committee. 
 
 
Learner Engagement / Learner Surveys / Focus Groups 
The Director of Learning,  Teaching and Quality provided an overview of the National Student Survey 
for NHC, the report noted survey results against UHI, Scottish HEI and UK survey responses. Although 
a slight downward trend was noted in the overall figures and in a number of question categories, 
student satisfaction had increased. 
 
Mrs Bremner provided an overview of the Student Satisfaction and Engagement Survey (2018/2019) 
and provided the benchmarking results for FE and HE. Student satisfaction was at 90%, which 
represented a 13% increase on the previous year. 
 
Common themes across both external survey results were around student and class representation. 
The Director of Learning, Teaching and Quality noted that an action plan was being drawn up to address 
the issues highlighted within both reports. 
 
The final feedback report, the Red Button Annual Report, was presented to Committee. The College 
Principal provided an overview of the Red Button and how the use of the facility has changed drastically 
from what was envisaged to be an escalation vehicle for urgent matters. Mrs Bremner noted that 
although the overall uses across UHI was up across the network, the number of NHC cases was below 
the student population proportion. The Director of Learning, Teaching and Quality noted that the 
button is used in many different ways by the student population, this includes commendation as well 
as noting issues with facilities and the estate. The College has made positive steps to react to Red 
Button requests, such as new VC pods across the NHC Thurso site and additional/improved vending 
facilities. 
 
External Verification Summary 
The Director of Learning, Teaching and Quality noted the extensive number of visits,  39 across different 
external awarding bodies during 2018/19. 
 
Mrs Bremner noted that NHC had taken the lead on five visits for HN qualifications (where the 
responsbility lies with UHI and not  just NHC), providing evidence to six others. 
 
Research – Teaching Staff 
The Director of Learning, Teaching and Quality noted that Mr Gibb would be providing an update later 
in the meeting and felt there was nothing additional that could be provided at this time. 
 
Staff Conferences 
After consultation with department heads and team leaders, the Director of Learning, Teaching and 
Quality informed the Committee that the College decided to only run the all staff conference this year. 
The omission of a specific Learning and Teaching conference was done due to the significant amount 
of work teaching staff were undertaking to ensure they were prepared for the new VLE system, which 
would be operational for the new academic year.  
 
Committee was informed that the staff conference focused on Health and Wellbeing, with the day split 
into 3 sessions; Drug and Alcohol Awareness, Mental Health Awareness and an update from the College 
Principal. 
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Awards 
The Director of Learning, Teaching and Quality noted the great number of nominations and awards for 
NHC staff and students since the last LTR Committee. 
 
The Committee wished to express their congratulations to all of those related to the College who 
were nominated or won an award. 
 
Due to the number of cases to be noted, a supplementary document outlining the individual and the 
achievement will be circulated separately. 

  
Mr Gibb noted that contrary to the agenda, this item did not include any content that required a 
‘decision’, the Board Secretary apologised and accepted that the item was mis-categorised in the order 
paper. 

  
North Highland College Risk Register 

6 Risk Register 
  
 The Principal Informed the Committee that the areas they were responsible for monitoring were the 

first 3 profiles in the Risk Register. There was no recommendation to change.  
 
1. Curriculum 
The Principal commented that a decision was taken in the previous year to move the risk value to ‘20’ 
due to the anticipation that the College would not be able to meet recruitment targets. 
 
The current curriculum risk acknowledges the major challenge in meeting the expectation of the 
College’s funding bodies in both further and higher education. An extensive Curriculum Review has 
taken place and positive developments such as work with local employers to strengthen provision, 
success in taking in students from further afield and a significant push in recruiting students (on a part-
time basis) current FE targets have now been met and confirmed by internal audit. 
 
The Principal provided an overview of the ‘Battery North’ programme, which is in the application phase 
for Advance Manufacturing funding (AMCF). The initiative combines work across both the ERI and ETEC 
and has significant backing from local business. Committee welcomed this news and noted the 
significant opportunity this presents the College. 
 
The positive curriculum development, in addition to projected student numbers, suggests strongly that 
the College is in a better position for this coming year. The Principal noted the recommendation, 
brought to Audit and Risk Management, to reduction in the risk profile from Red 20 to Amber 12 was 
deferred until confirmed student numbers were known. 
 
Action. – members agreed that circulating recruitment figures at the end of September would allow 
Committee to appropriately rank the risk profile. 
 
 
2. Services 
The Principal noted to the Committee that there was little progress to date in respect to shared service 
provision. The UHI Partnership Assembly Programme have set up four working groups established to 
make recommendations across the partnership, which include governance, financial sustainability, 
staffing and the student experience. In October the partnership is due to report back and the 
Committee may wish to examine the risk profile based on the group’s recommendations at this time.  
 
The Principal noted the limited progress has been made in respect to National Bargaining, with job 
evaluation exercises being conducted for support staff.  Although it is anticipated that it will be a 
lengthy process, there is significant concern that the outcomes may not meet the expectation of many 
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staff members. It was announced that NHC HR Manager Joe Wright has been made a temporary 
Assistant Director, responsible for the corporate services functions across the college.  Mr Wright will 
ensure that the College is best placed to take advantage of any opportunities arising from shared 
services across the partnership. 
 
Mr Davidson questioned the Principal about the HR role currently undertaken by Mr Wright and 
whether this new remit would require backfill. The College Principal noted that there was a small 
budget available for backfill. 
 
3.Research 
The Principal informed the Committee there have been financial challenges in 18/19, with ERI not being 
able to maintain the high level of success in previous years. The dependency on European funding 
within the research community is a high-risk lack of clarity about future or alternative funding post 
Brexit leaves significant uncertainty. 
 
Recent successes were highlighted by the College Principal and the Committee noted the nature of 
cyclical funding makes it very difficult to maintain consistent funding, as required by ONS regulations. 
Mr Gibb stressed that the lag in income, particularly prevalent with large European projects, create 
funding pressures and cashflow issues. Being a partner in a project, but not the lead, also creates a 
chain reaction of funding lag and expecting annual, consistent funding streams is highly unlikely. 
 
Mr Murray asked Mr Gibb to what extent was the reporting framework an issue for the ERI. Mr Gibb 
noted that under ONS, there is no obvious solution and the real issue is the cyclical nature of the funds. 
 
Mr Gibb commented that NHC/UHI was more exposed to Brexit than most research institutions in 
Scotland because of the nature of the funding received and the organisations that fund research 
activities. 
 

 Review of the LTR Committee Terms of Reference 
 Mrs McLean discussed the LTR Committee Terms of Reference, taking each of the reference points in 

turn. 
 
In respect to representation, Mr Gibb noted that increased student engagement was raised in 
discussions, specially given the re-approval of post-graduate students. The College  
 
Action. – Mr Gibb to provide the Committee with the aforementioned recommendation for student 
representation within NHC/UHI  
 
In respect to timings of meetings, the Committee agreed that four meetings per year, feeding into the 
Board of Management on a quarterly basis worked well. 
 
Mrs McLean noted that the input from ERI was very welcome and it provided valuable insight into the 
work undertaken within the research environment. Mr Gibb was requested to provide a substitute 
member, when unavailable. This was agreed. 
 
Information requirements were discussed by Committee and a desire to bring consistency within the 
LTR Committee reporting was established. The Board Secretary noted that Finance and General 
Purposes have decided to have an offline discussion about information requirement, with the aim to 
provide quality information for Board Members whilst ensuring that additional pressures on staff was 
kept to a minimum. 
 
Action. - Board Secretary and Chair of the Learning, Teaching and Research Committee to convene 
a sub-group to discuss Committee information requirements. 
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 Mr Murray noted that ‘adding colour’ to Committee meetings would be valuable and getting a 
student perspective of the work being undertaken at the College would be a fruitful development for 
members. The College Principal proposed that the HISA update would be taken as a standing item for 
forthcoming LTR Committee meetings and the full Board of Management. Ms Cannop agreed. 
 

7 ERI Newsletter 
 The Committee presented the ERI newsletter, noting that the publication was issued quarterly and 

that the newsletter provided an overview of the work that the ERI were involved in. 
 
Mr Gibb noted the work undertaken by the ERI in relation to the impact of plastic on seabirds. This 
was an initiative that the public could also get involved with and provided Committee with a website 
to visit. 
 
Litter at sea was noted as another area where the ERI have been involved; helping make headway in 
understanding where plastic pollution is being created, where the waste ends up and the impact that 
it would have on the natural environment.  
 
Mr Gibb stressed the importance of a diverse student experience that is being created due to the 
international appeal of the ERI. A number of foreign visits have been conducted with students over 
the last number of months. Nine students and two staff members from Sinclair College Ohio visited 
the ERI in May and a recent visit from Japanese students has recently been conducted. Mr Davidson 
noted the significant economic benefit that foreign students and visiting students have on the local 
area, investing money in lodging and subsistence. 
 
A number of the projects undertaken by ERI have been mentioned in the media, with a number of 
specific examples such as Great Yellow Bumblebee and the Flow Country having received particularly 
positive exposure by news media. 
 
 
 

8 HISA Depute Update 

 Mrs McLean welcomed Tia to her first formal meeting as HISA Depute.  
 
Ms Cannop noted the hectic schedule that HISA Executive members were currently undertaking as 
part of a series of inductions across UHI. ‘Green Week’ was a specific development that had been 
brought to her attention and was encouraged that with engagement across NHC, this could be 
brought to fruition. The Committee believed involvement in this initiative would be a positive 
development and Ms Cannop was encouraged to have discussions with Mr Gibb. 
 
Ms Cannop stressed the importance of the student voice and pledged her efforts at ensuring that the 
HISA Depute position would help act as a vehicle for bringing that voice to the Board of Management. 
 
The NHC Freshers calendar was highlighted by Ms Cannop and noted the significant amount of work 
being undertaken to involved students across the NHC’s campuses. 

 

 
 
 
  

Date of Next Meeting: 4th December 2019. 16:00 
There being no other business the meeting was closed at 18:00 
 

 



  
 

8 
 

 

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 ___________________________________________________ 

 


