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MINUTES OF THE LEARNING, TEACHING AND RESEARCH COMMITTEE MEETING 
held on Wednesday 2nd December 2020 at 16:00 on Microsoft Teams 

 
Present 
 

Mrs Heather McLean, Chair 
Mrs Debbie Murray, Interim Principal  
Mr Patrick Murray  
Mr John Hook 
Mrs Gillian Coghill 
Miss Tia Cannop 
Dr Peter Hylton  
 
  

In attendance 
 
 
 
 

Mrs Anne Bremner, Director of Learning, Teaching and Quality 
Mrs Sophie Dunnett, Assistant Director of Learning, Teaching and Quality 
Professor Gibb, ERI Director  
Mrs Fiona Sinclair, Secretary to the Board 
Mr Struan Mackie, former Board Secretary (observer) 
 

 Preliminaries 

 The Committee Chair welcomed to their first meeting of the Learning, Teaching and Research Committee, new Board 
members, Mr John Hook, and Mrs Gillian Coghill, also Mr Andrew Brawley from HMI and Mrs Fiona Sinclair, the new 
Secretary to the Board.  The Committee Chair thanked the outgoing Secretary, Struan Mackie, for his hard work 
which had been very much appreciated.  The Chair extended the Committee’s good wishes to Mr Mackie for the 
future.  Noting the absence of Magnus Davidson from the meeting Mrs McLean congratulated Mr Davidson on the 
birth of his child.  
 
 

1 1. Apologies for absence 

 Apologies for absence were intimated on behalf of Mr Magnus Davidson. 
 

  

2 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  
3. Draft Minute of the previous meeting (09/09/20) 

 There had been circulated for approval minutes of the previous meeting of the Committee which had taken place 
on 9th September 2020.  These minutes were held as read and, subject to some minor amendments at Section 5 on 
page 2 in relation to the narration of the Director of Learning Teaching and Quality’s report, they were approved.  
The motion for approval was proposed by Patrick Murray and seconded by Dr Peter Hylton.   
 

  

4 4. Actions/ Matters arising from the previous meeting 

 LTR0920/3 - Committee requested that a follow up on the low student survey satisfaction be made when a review 
of the survey is completed. 
 
The Director of Learning Teaching and Quality explained that this action is still ongoing and information will be 
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circulated at or before the next meeting of the Committee.  The Committee noted the position.  The Committee 
agreed that the action be regarded as ongoing.  
 

  

5 5. Learning and Teaching Report 

 There had been circulated Quarterly Report (LTR122020/05) by the Director of Learning, Teaching and Quality 
summarising the main learning, teaching and quality matters which have arisen since the last Committee meeting 
on 9th September.  The Director highlighted sections of the report as follows: 
 
(1) Student Activity Targets – The Director explained that Further Education credit targets are not being met 
although the college traditionally secures additional credits in the last quarter of the academic year through part 
time activity, though this may be curtailed this year due to Covid restrictions.  Therefore, it is still difficult to predict 
whether the College will meet this target or not.  For Higher Education there has been an increase in post graduate 
taught programmes, and currently an Early Statistical Return is being completed to estimate additional FTEs still to 
come in.  The increase in heads is not currently reflected in the FTE position so is currently being checked.  When 
these tasks are completed staff will be better placed to predict whether targets will be met or not.  
 
(2) Recruitment 2020/21 – The Director presented tables showing comparison figures for full time, part time and 
total numbers of students in both further and higher education over the past four years.  The Director explained 
that for Further Education, further full time numbers are expected with a cohort of Nigg students in the New Year.   
An access course in construction and engineering is not running due to covid-19 restrictions.  The college sector 
generally had reported a mixed picture for FE recruitment with many colleges seeing a down turn.  For higher 
education there was an increase in enrolment numbers which is in line with the sector generally.  In both FE and HE 
there will be additional course delivery in semester 2 with short courses being run in response to the economic 
downturn.  The UHI Forum is considering employability and is considering a free online programme possibly in IT 
digital skills and is working with schools towards recruiting students for next year.   
 
(3) Apprenticeship Data – there is a slight downturn in numbers of apprentices, particularly in relation to foundation 
apprenticeships in healthcare which had been only partly offset by an increase in those working with children and 
young people.  Engineering and hospitality apprenticeship recruitment have been adversely impacted by the covid-
19 situation, and healthcare apprentices are unable to carry out work for VQ assessments due to the restrictions. 
 
At this point the Chair invited questions on the report so far.  
 
In reply to a request to describe the different types of apprenticeships, the Director explained that foundation 
apprenticeships are targeted at pupils leaving school, ringfenced funding from SDS is received and a bid is made for 
each cohort according to the number of places.  Most are fast tracked into just over a year but can be done over 
two years. Modern apprenticeships on the other hand are targeted at young people engaged as apprentices by 
firms.  Modern apprenticeships take around four years.  For modern apprenticeships in engineering, the students 
are almost fulltime in the college for the first year.  Business and admin apprentices are in the college for as little as 
three hours per week.   
 
In reply to a question about meeting the funding targets, the Director explained that the Scottish Funding Council 
provides no additional funding if targets are exceeded.  During the current year, because of the covid-19 situation, 
the Government has undertaken not to penalise the College if targets are not achieved.  While this can be regarded 
as a positive move, it should be noted that in the event that targets are not achieved over successive years, targets 
for future years can be lowered resulting in less income across the UHI region.   
 
In reply to a questions about apprenticeship numbers, the Director explained that before covid-19 the College was 
on a growth trajectory for apprenticeship numbers, and said that if unemployment increases colleges are likely to 
get an increase in applications for full time programmes.  The Director believed that people may come back to the 
College to re-train and said that there will be a local context in employment opportunities across the UHI area.   
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In response to a question from the Chair regarding staff capacity to run extra courses encouraged by the 
government, the Director explained that staff are already fully engaged and efforts were being made to pool 
resources across the UHI partnership to maximise capacity.  Curriculum leads in North Highland College and across 
the UHI partnership say that staff are at full capacity.   The UHI colleges had been given an extra 2000 credits in their 
joint target but no additional funding to deliver courses.  Although comments and representations on the situation 
have been made no additional funds have been forthcoming. 
 
The Interim Principal explained that a pre-apprenticeship programme in construction had been offered in 
conjunction with local employers.  In the past, a local engineering company had paid the College a fee and employed 
four apprentices who had completed this programme.  This year the firm has changed its plans and will recruit at a 
later stage but has agreed with the College to recruit College students.   The Committee expressed the importance 
of retaining engineers locally 
 
The Director continued going through her report as follows: 
(4) Learner Surveys – the Director explained that she usually presents a benchmarking report on a Pan Highland UHI 
early student survey.  So far only the headline results are available with a detailed analysis yet to be completed.  The 
response rates have been affected by covid-19 this year.  Last year 41 per cent of students responded.  This year the 
response rate is 33 per cent.  Across the partnership the response rate is 40 per cent.  Satisfaction across HE is down, 
satisfaction is better in FE.  NHC had a positive response from students for some aspects of the survey but the figures 
must be considered against the background of the low response rate.  Individual course teams will discuss feedback 
relevant to them.  The headline result was that there was a reduction in satisfaction levels across Higher education, 
and HE was less satisfied than FE.  Students generally did not have significant issues with the new mode of delivery 
of their classes though some students preferred to use the chat facility rather than contribute verbally, and were 
reluctant to turn on their cameras during lessons.  There was a reduction in satisfaction in some areas including 
induction for learning online, awareness of HISA, and class reps.  On the positive side, however, students feel treated 
fairly by staff and are able to access the student portal.   
 
Andrew Brawley of HMI explained that digital connectivity is an issue in different parts of UHI.  He said that pedagogy 
is also an issue as Level 4 and 5 students find it difficult to learn online.  He said that an ICT protocol and connectivity 
are important and that the SFC had stipulated that all programmes are now to have high quality blended learning.  
He said that the encouraging satisfaction rates from the survey have generally held up.  
 
In reply, the Director stated that she is aware of the importance of digital connectivity, and with regard to pedagogy, 
the Director commented that staff were presented with a very difficult situation, particularly those who primarily 
teach practical programmes.  Questions have been aimed by students at Brightspace, the UHI’s online Learning 
Environment indicating that students would like more group-related activities and the increased use of breakout 
rooms.  The Director suggested that these are issues for staff development.  
 
In response to a question from a member about the low survey response the Director explained that information 
has also been gathered from virtual face to face meetings between class representatives and staff teams. 
 
In response to Mr Brawley’s assertion that course programmes must now include blended learning a Committee 
member expressed concern that it is important for the College to stress to both Highland Council and the Scottish 
Government that many areas in the north are not able to connect to broadband;  she said the connectivity 
programme is not working as it should   The Director pointed out that some staff working from home have 
connectivity issues too, and said that there is inequality of access to the digital community in this area.   
 
Continuing with her report the Director explained that only two enquiries on the Red Button student feedback 
system during the covid-19 lockdown were directly linked to Covid 19.  The Post Graduate survey results were 
favourable with an 85 per cent satisfaction rate overall for the UHI area, and 100 per cent satisfaction for North 
Highland College although the response rate for the UHI area was only 14 per cent.  The Director pointed out that 
the high satisfaction rate was testament to the College staff and the quality of their teaching.   
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Information on College Leaver Destinations showed that a lower percentage of college students progressed directly 
into the workplace but the rate of 33.9 per cent was still one of the highest in the sector.   
 
(5) Performance Indicators – In relation to PIs for Course Attainment and Course Withdrawals the Director explained 
that there was a slight reduction in the number of Full Time students and a slight increase in Part Time students 
which the College is hoping to sustain in the longer term.  The reduction in withdrawal numbers from last year should 
be treated with caution as some students may not have withdrawn yet.   
 
In response to a question from Andrew Brawley, the Director explained that the areas where there may be deferred 
learners in the next academic session are engineering, construction, hairdressing and beauty.  However, engineering 
pupils attended College from the end of July to finish their courses, and in some cases they worked in parallel with 
new programmes.  There are concerns about next year because it will be a struggle to complete some practical 
courses this year due to social distancing constraints, and some students might not finish their courses on time due 
to IT or connectivity issues.  Curriculum leaders are being asked to highlight any difficulties.  Due to the restrictions 
school pupils were late in being admitted to the College this year though everyone was now being accommodated.  
Andrew Brawley explained that this situation is the same in other colleges.  There are no closed book assessments.  
Learning is all online.  He said that he hoped that the Board and the Director feel more comfortable hearing that the 
difficulties faced in NHC are similar to other colleges.   
 

 (6) Coronavirus (Covid 19) Impact and Business Continuity Planning - The Director explained the hard work done by 
College staff to do their best for students across all the programmes, especially a lot of the further education 
programmes.  There were added pressures on staff and students due to connectivity issues, increased staff 
workloads and new modes of course delivery.  There is also a requirement to develop new assessments.  Teaching 
and support staff put a lot of time and effort into providing support for pupils, often on a “one to one” basis.  Across 
different subject areas some staff are managing the additional pressures while others are feeling stressed.  The SQA 
guidance provides very tight deadlines, Nat5 exams are not going ahead and there is a question as to whether higher 
exams will go ahead.  These things all make it very difficult for staff to plan.  Student engagement is variable across 
the different subject areas.  There are work placements in some subjects but the lack of work placements in care 
subjects causes difficulties.   
 
Some mitigations include – certain students, particularly Pathways to Employment students, are able to come into 
the College to access IT, there has been a decision that in courses where there is no break between the two 
semesters students will have a reading week at the beginning of semester two to give staff some breathing space, 
and Quality monitoring has been reduced, is more focussed and is carried out in conjunction with the Quality Team.    
 
The Committee Chair asked the Director to ensure that staff know that the Committee is fully aware of the staff 
commitment and the difficulties which the staff have encountered in their work since March 2020, and that the 
Committee is fully supportive of staff.   The Chair then invited Dr Peter Hylton, Staff Representative on the Board 
to address the Committee.   
 
Dr Hylton thanked the Committee for allowing him to speak.  He then told them that he had recently read the results 
of a study which compared online learning with “in classroom” learning and that the study had four main findings.   

1. The quality of the course is directly related to the time the instructor spends on it.   
2. In online classes the time spent by the instructor is proportionate to the number of students and there is no 

ability for the class to work in small groups.  All contact between the student and the teacher is individual. 
3. The time demands for small online modules are much greater than the time demands for similar “in 

classroom” modules.  The disparity between the two is greater the more students there are in the class.   
4. For online modules teaching staff have to devote 2.5 times as much time as they do for “in class” teaching.  

That number is two to three times and sometimes as much as five times higher if new material is being 
prepared.  

North highland College staff teach for between twenty and twenty three hours per week.  The teaching time to keep 
everything going smoothly could easily be more than fifty hours per week not including ancillary duties.  The 
demands on staff are incredibly high with some staff working seven days per week or working longer than seven 
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hours per day.  Staff try to create the best student experience they can.  Staff try to help colleagues who are at risk 
of falling behind with work and as a result all staff find that they are behind schedule with work. 
 
Dr Hylton said that staff in their current situation do not want to be told that they are appreciated.  He emphasised 
that staff require relief before the stress of their situation becomes so great that it endangers their mental and 
physical health, and their family relationships.  He said that some staff may resign.  He told of one staff member who 
he said had worked 106 hours in a month which was 40 hours more than his contract.  He stated that if that member 
of staff has a family then the College stole his family time.   Another staff member had only been walking 230 steps 
in a day, previously he’d regularly walked 5,000 daily.  He said that he receives emails from staff at eleven or twelve 
o’clock at night, and sometimes at two or three o’clock in the morning.  He said that staff are working inordinate 
amounts of hours and that they had zero capability to continue in this mode, and that the Board needs to be aware 
of this unsustainable situation.   
 
The Chair thanked Dr Hylton for his address, noted the very serious situation, and stated that this long term, urgent 
problem will be reported to the Board.  The Interim Principal said that she will have discussions offline about the 
situation and said that colleagues in the management team will work together on this.  She said that she would like 
to give some thought to the situation before feeding back to the Committee.   
 
(7) Research - The Director had nothing to add to the Research section of the Report which set out that the non-ERI 
College staff are not currently engaged in research activity although teaching staff are actively considering 
possibilities in this area. 
 
The Committee noted the terms of the Report, points 1 to 7, the terms of Dr Hylton’s report and the additional 
points raised in the discussion. 
 
 
6. NHC UHI Schools & NHS Liaison Lead Quarterly Report 
 
There had been circulated report (LTR1220/06) by the Assistant Director of Learning, Teaching and Quality providing 
the Committee with a quarterly update summarising the main actions and outcomes from Senior Phase and Rural 
Health projects.  
 
Senior Phase - Mrs Dunnett highlighted areas of her report drawing attention in particular to the significant increase 
in application and enrolment numbers from the previous to the current academic year in the Senior Phase.  Mrs 
Dunnett said that most classes are now taught online and attendance for virtual learning is very high.  While there 
are some engagement issues there is a robust system of reporting when pupils are absent and issues are addressed 
directly on an individual pupil basis with each school.   
 
At the conclusion of the Senior Phase section of the report a question was asked by a Board member as to whether 
economies of scale were possible if for example a school was too small to offer all subjects on its curriculum.  In 
reply the Assistant Director said that rather than provide a package of options schools are notified of the possibility 
of bespoke programmes, usually offered only in vocational subjects.    The Director explained that some secondary 
schools work in a similar way to the College but with academic subjects and she explained that some coursework 
the College has developed could be offered around the UHI partnership colleges and perhaps beyond.  
 
In response to a question as to the comparison between the uptake in online courses compared to “in classroom” 
courses Mrs Dunnett said that the College is working on completing hybrid course  programmes which pupils and 
guidance staff can see at any time, with “live” classes which will be recorded and subsequently available used as 
tasters in a particular area.  A report on this matter will be prepared for the next meeting of this Committee. 
 
The Committee noted the contents of the report in relation to Senior Phase. 
 
Rural Health – The Committee noted the objectives and that there had only been one meeting with NHS Highland 
during this academic year with no further progress in any previously discussed strategic objectives.   
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The Committee agreed that the Assistant Director contact Michelle Johnstone, Area Manager North for NHS 
Highland with a view to initiating progress in Rural Health.   
 
 
7. Risk Register 
 
The College Principal explained that the Risk Register had been consolidated into one document and that although 
progress had been made resulting in some actions being changed the progress made was not substantial enough to 
justify changing the level of risk from that shown at the last Committee meeting.   
 
In response to a question from the Chair as to whether the staffing issues in the ERI report will impact on the Risk 
Register the Director of ERI explained that these risks are not new and said he was content to leave the risk at Amber 
just now.   
 
The Committee noted the terms of the report.   
 
 
8. Quarterly ERI Update Report  
 
There had been circulated Report (LTR0920/08) by the Director of ERI providing the Committee with a summary of 
the main research related matters since the previous meeting of the Committee, and inviting the Committee to note 
the Research Action Tracker and the progress outlined in the ERI pipeline overview.  The Director of the ERI 
highlighted two new projects mentioned in the Update Report, and he explained two staff departures which were 
linked to ERI/NHC contractual issues currently being considered by the ERI Management Team and the Interim 
Principal.  The Interim Principal commented that ERI researcher positions don’t fit neatly into Job Evaluation 
categories nor into National Bargaining, and cautioned that unless there is a change of approach it may not be 
possible to attract good researchers to NHC.  In the Pipeline Report the Director highlighted the endeavours made 
by his team to raise project funding.  
 
The Committee noted the report. 
 
 

 9. HISA Verbal Update 

  

 Miss Cannop reported that as lockdown had been a stressful time for students she had made efforts to introduce 
drop in sessions and hoped to start a football club to alleviate feelings of isolation.  Recently, she has been sending 
emails to students asking them to complete an online survey.  HISA intend to send a Christmas gift box to students 
who will remain in student accommodation over the Christmas holidays. Overall, Miss Cannop considered that 
student engagement is going well just now.  The online training for class representatives had been well attended 
While students generally have indicated that they would rather learn in College than online those who attended the 
online conference had indicated that they were comfortable learning online and receive good support from 
lecturers.   
 
The Committee noted Miss Cannop’s report and commended her on her enthusiasm. 

8  

  
10. Closing remarks from HMI 
 
The Chair invited Mr Brawley to comment at the end of the meeting.  Mr Brawley said that this is a fascinating time 
to be involved in education with the tectonic plates shifting.  He predicted that many of the changes introduced due 
to the pandemic will continue afterwards, particularly online lessons.  After online lessons have been created, they 
can be re-used and a bank of material will accumulate.  He hoped that there would be more collaboration across 
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the UHI colleges in future and said that he was optimistic for the future of NHC with the improvements in its choice 
of subjects, pedagogy and technology.  
 
The Chair thanked all present for attending and there being no other business closed the meeting at 6.40 pm. 
 
 

  
 

 

 

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 ___________________________________________________ 

 


