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DRAFT MINUTE OF THE LEARNING, TEACHING AND RESEARCH COMMITTEE MEETING 
held on Wednesday 13th September 2017 at 16:00 in the CfEE Conference Room, Thurso 

 
Present 
 

Mrs Heather McLean, Chair 
Mr Donald MacBeath, Principal 
Mr Ryan Gow 
Ms Nicky Herd 
Mr John Perry 
Mr Andrew Kerr 
 

In attendance 
 
 
 
 

Mrs Anne Bremner, Director of Learning and Teaching 
Mr 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. 
   

 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 (28-06-17) 

  There being no 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. 

 
LTR280617/1 - Complete 
 
LTR280617/2 - Complete 
 
LTR280617/3 - Complete 
 
Mrs Mclean enquired about the discussions that have taken place between the College and the 
Highland Council regarding transport for school students on Friday afternoons. The Director of Learning 
and Teaching confirmed that the Highland Council would not fund transport from Golspie up to Thurso. 
To remedy this, staff from Thurso will travel to Golspie instead, with students only occasionally 
travelling to Thurso to access the facilities. This will be a long term plan if successful. This situation is 
not ideal but the Council are limiting the funds given for transport. Mrs Mclean commented the student 
numbers should be monitored due to this.  
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  Items for Decision 

 
 5. Revised Committee terms of Reference and Information requirements 
   

Director of Learning and Teaching introduced the draft framework for the revised Terms of Reference 
and Information Requirements. The revised remit is based on the discussions from the last meeting. 
Mrs Mclean thanked the Director of Learning and Teaching for the hard work that had gone in to the 
document and commented that this document would formalise what was already being discussed 
more informally at the meetings. 
 
Mr Perry asked if this was just an addition to the current document and the Director of Learning and 
Teaching explained that under the new governance the Committee was required to review the Terms 
of Reference to ensure it was current. It was also required to review the Information Requirements, 
which the Director of Learning and Teaching welcomed as she felt it is important that the Committee 
receives the appropriate information. From a planning perspective it is useful to know which types of 
papers need to be prepared for each meeting. The Board Secretary also confirmed that the Terms of 
Reference had to be updated to reflect the fact that a quorum must now be no less than half the voting 
members.  
 
The Director of Learning and Teaching informed the Committee that with regards to the purpose of the 
Committee, there was a need to simplify it and update the terminology used. This section has also been 
updated to reflect the discussions at the last Committee meeting which regard capturing the broader 
strategic perspective of the Committee. 
 
Mr Perry questioned if the Committee would be informed of any other research opportunities outside 
the ERI and the Director of Learning and Teaching confirmed that this would fall under her report.  Mr 
Perry also hoped that in the future where there was no research opportunity developments, this would 
be formally put to the Committee with the thought that reporting both the successes and areas of 
development/failures would identify what the College needs to do to improve. Mr Perry also felt that 
NHC should focus on research separate from the ERI to increase the knowledge base of NHC and 
hopefully generate income. Encouraging those who may not have the confidence to pursue this was 
key. 
 
The Principal informed the Committee that the Executive Team see this as an area that they would like 
to grow. Realistically, the College operates on tight financial circumstances and is not well placed to 
take on large financial risks. The priority, therefore, is attracting well qualified lecturing staff. In relation 
to Engineering, what has been attempted in the past is providing an opportunity for members of staff 
who are primarily lecturers but also have particular interest in research. It was found to be beneficial 
for these staff members, to further their research aspirations, to work with ERI staff, who specialise in 
research. These alliances are the best way for the College to move forward its research prospects. The 
question was would the College be in a position to hire engineering researches when it is not clear if 
the cost of their contracts will be covered. Mr Perry felt the College should not be In this position and 
that the College should be able to acquire funding and hire researchers whilst the funding lasts. He 
feels that possibly this Committee should set a policy for this that will encourage research and while it 
may start of very small, it can grow over time until bigger research opportunities are pursued. 
 
Mrs Mclean recommended that NHC research reporting in addition to the ERI reporting should become 
a standing item in the Director of Learning and Teaching’s report. Mrs Mclean also questioned whether 
any specific feedback was needed from the Access and Inclusion Strategy, The Gender Action Plan and 
the Corporate Parenting Plan. The Director of Learning and Teaching informed the Committee that the 
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Planning and Resource Group will receive detailed feedback but a summary could be provided to this 
Committee within her report. The Principal felt that the Committee would benefit from a summary of 
details about the impact of the implementation of these strategies while the Planning and Resource 
Group would delve more deeply into these items. If there were any barriers or issues that were raised 
within the Planning and Resource Group, the Committee should certainly be kept up to date with them. 
 
The Director of Learning and Teaching recommended changing Purpose E in the Terms of Reference to 
cover a broader range of aspects and suggested it be altered to “Monitor the implementation of key 
academic, learner engagement and research strategies”. The Director of Learning and Teaching stated 
she would provide a summary of key headlines to the Committee within her report and would need to 
plan what time of year this should happen.  
 
ACTION (LTR0917/01) The Director of Learning and Teaching to provide a summary of research 
opportunities and strategies to the Committee as a standing item. 
 
ACTION(LTR0917/02) The Director of Learning and Teaching to change LTR Terms of Reference and 
Information requirements purpose E to “Monitor the implementation of key academic, learner 
engagement and research strategies”. 
 
Subject to the changes discussed the Terms of Reference update were approved.  
 
 

   

 6. Director of Learning and Teaching Quarterly report.  
   
  The Director of Learning and Teaching introduced the report and talked through each of the points in 

turn.  
 
1. Revised SFC College Quality Arrangements 
The members were advised that a draft of the Evaluative Report and Enhancement Plan was being 
worked on at the moment and is required to be completed before the 25th of September. The draft will 
be sent to Committee members when the final version has been agreed with Education Scotland.  
 
2. Target v Actual Update 
The Director of Learning and Teaching informed the committee that while HE as under target it was 
still better than expected and better than some UHI partners.  
 
For FE the targets have been met and are slightly over.  The region has also met its targets.  
 
3. 2017/18 Student Targets 
The HE Targets will be done slightly different for 2017/18 with Undergraduate, Postgraduate and 
Professional Graduate Diploma in Education having individual targets to coincide with UHI’s way of 
dealing with them. It was also pointed out that PGDE has already achieved target. The Director of 
Learning and Teaching informed the members that the SFC set the targets and will fund up to that 
target. The College will not be funded for any surplus. Mr Perry questioned whether the number of 
students would be restricted if the College was performing with a high surplus. The Principal explained 
to the Committee that the College plans to meet target with the resources available. The sector as a 
whole cannot afford to deliver courses above target. What has to be done is that the region meets 
targets with a little bit of surplus, so that the SFC does not reduce funds due to the targets not being 
met, or being over achieved. The way for the College to maximise income for FE delivery is to hit its 
core and ESF target exactly. Mr Perry questioned what would be done to remedy a situation where the 
target was not met.  The Principal replied that in the past when target’s  aren’t being met, courses such 
as flexi-learn courses or courses that start later in the academic year are marketed to try and bolster 
the figures. What also occurs is that the bigger partners in the region over deliver to compensate for 
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the partners who are under performing and because the SFC focuses on regional figures this balances 
out. In summary, detailed planning and continuous monitoring are key in ensuring the targets are met.  
 
4. Regional Outcome Agreement update 
No additional comments were made on this item. 
 
5. Development of new strategies 
The Director of Learning and Teaching informed the members that there are a number of strategies 
that the Government are driving forward. The College recently has been asked to develop four new 
strategies. Three of which are within the items of noting for this meeting (the access an Inclusion Plan, 
Corporate Parenting Plan and the Gender Action Plan) and one, the British Sign Language Plan which 
has not yet been yet been complete. Another key development is that NHC has adopted the revised 
UHI L&T Enhancement Strategy and this is being reviewed to see whether any updates are needed to 
support NHC priorities.  
 
6. New Course Developments 
The Director of Learning and Teaching explained that this item was a summary of approved items by 
the Learning and Teaching Quality Committee. It was explained that, with reference to previous 
discussion, that the Nigg Sills Academy who are now a Partner of NHC have been given targets to 
achieve. This will help with the overall student targets of the College.  
 
Mr Perry enquired as to whether partners were used for Paediatric First Aid and the Director of 
Learning and Teaching confirmed it was internal staff that carried these classes out on a commercial 
basis. Regarding the Online Engineering MSc being undertaken by an engineering curriculum leader, 
the Principal added that the College has been successful for a bid to host one of two appointments to 
take forward this curriculum development and the College will be looking for someone to fill the post.  
 
7. Academic Reorganisation 
 
The Director of Learning and Teaching outlined the reasons as to why this reorganisation was prompted 
as outlined in the report. The Principal commented that he felt it was time for this review. One option 
would have been to take a minimalistic approach to this situation. As one Assistant Director is leaving 
this would be just replacing the staff member or redistributing the responsibilities the staff member 
held. However due to the factors The Director of Learning and Teaching has outlined, he felt it was time 
to take a step back and make sure the College was in a good place to deal with emerging opportunities 
and challenges. The Principal informed the Committee that the College would now have three Assistant 
Directors (instead of four), and four new Promoted Lecturer opportunities would be created to 
strengthen the support to the Assistant Directors. This in turn means instead of four subject 
departments there will now be three. There will be changes to the subject areas the Assistant Directors 
are responsible for. This also means for Managers employed at NHC will only be involved in one set of 
faculty processes. There are also plans to unify the two campuses at Dornoch. The Principal also 
informed the Committee that consultation with the Assistant Directors had taken place and the 
Principal has also received a letter of support from his senior colleagues in UHI. The Chairman of Board 
is also in support of this. Ms Herd questioned the Principal as to how this would affect the students and 
the Principal felt the only implication on the students would be the may have a change in Senior 
Department Leader.  
 
8. Initial Feedback from Learner Surveys 
The Director of Learning and Teaching talked the members through the surveys that had taken place 
as per the report. With regards to the National Student Survey the satisfaction rate was 55% rising to 
93% in 2016 and now 79% in 2017 which is now on a par with UHI as a whole and more detailed 
feedback will be looked into. An action plan encompassing the three surveys will be produced. The 
Director of Learning and Teaching will include within her action plan, a way to bolster the student 
responses. Mr Perry Commented that this was very important and small sample size that may be 
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skewed in some way would be detrimental to the results.  The Director of Learning and Teaching 
informed the Committee that different incentives have been tried to allow students to see the value of 
the surveys. Ms Herd commented that student engagement was something she has highlighted as 
being difficult at times. The Director of Learning and Teaching discussed that focus groups were also 
being planned to deal with these low sample sizes. Mr Gibb felt that a more detailed analysis should 
be presented to the Committee as there are areas which are positive and areas which have a scope for 
improvement that should be highlighted to the Committee. He also commented that across most of 
UHI he feels the student satisfaction was overall a positive one. The Principal also noted that the UHI 
group as whole did not have as much positive feedback in regards to course administration and this 
may have had something to do with the complexity of the UHI group and that the College needs to fully 
aware of the areas that need improvement.  
 
 
9.External Verification (EV) Visits 2016/17 
The summary of External Verification visits will be given at the end of the year. 
 
 
10. SQA Systems |verification audit 
The Director of Learning and Teaching told the Committee this went well and there was six areas where 
the College was considered non-compliant. This was due to recent SQA changes and was now being 
actioned by the College 
 
   

   

 7.  NHC HISA Depute Quarterly Report 
   
  The Director of Learning and Teaching introduced the HISA representative Nicky Herd to the 

Committee and suggested Nicky complete a quarterly report for the Committee. Being her first 
meeting this was to be a short verbal report. Ms Herd reported to the Committee that this year Perth 
and Inverness no longer have their own student association but are part of HISA. She also reported 
that she had been to the HISA Executive Training and the NUS gathering In Glasgow. This year the 
regional student partnership is working on: work together to improve mental health for students; 
work to improve learning resources and improve facilities and resources for students. There will also 
be a local Student Partnership Agreement for this year which has not been finalised yet. Mr Perry 
asked what provisions there was for student mental health. Ms Herd informed the Committee that 
there was Student support and PLSP who work alongside the student to ascertain what is best for the 
individual. The Director of Learning and Teaching also confirmed that there were trained mental 
health first aiders in the support staff. There are cross College events happening to raise awareness of 
what support students can receive. Mr Gow also informed the Committee a new counselling facility 
has been introduced for UHI in which students can use either use messaging or V/C communication 
to get in touch with support staff. 

   
   
   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

8. Director of ERI report 
 
The Director of the ERI wished to highlight some articles in the ERI Summer Newsletter.  
 
Phos4You 
The Director of the ERI explained to the Committee that this is a German based project based around 
the use of phosphorus as an essential element in farming. The EU imports large amounts of this 
element and unfortunately most of this phosphorus used in field or as animal feed is disposed of after 
use. This project looks at ways to reduce the EU’s dependence on importing phosphorus by 
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researching ways to recover and recycle the element. As one of the three Scottish partners in this the 
ERI will focus on the rural aspects of this project and the application of technology in rural areas. 
 
Flow Country Exhibition 
This exhibition comes from a project called Flow to the Future which is a £10.5 million project which 
focuses on restoration of peat land. The exhibition is touring various science centres in the country to 
address the issues and challenges facing the protection of the flow country. The ERI will continue 
work with the Highland Council, RSPB Scotland and Scotland Natural in this project. 
 
UHI Achieves Research Degree Awarding Power 
The last article the Director of the ERI drew attention to was the fact that on June 8, 2017 UHI’s 
application to award research degrees had been approved. He noted that while UHI on the surface 
was a functioning University it could not award research degrees until now. This is possibly the last 
big step to put UHI on equal footing with the Universities in the rest of Scotland.  
 
The Director of ERI also informed the Committee that the ERI needs to mindful of a risk that may 
develop with the new REF (Research Excellence Framework) guidelines. This is a framework that 
scores an institution based on the number of staff involved in high level research. One thing that will 
present a challenge to UHI will be that all staff with an academic contract will be included in the 
scoring process. This means UHI will possibly face a lower score as previously the scoring process 
could be done using select people. Taking into consideration even those who are not undertaking 
research will lower UHI’s score.  
 
 
 

 9.  NHC Risk Register 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Principal was not aware of any reasons to change the Risk score on item 8. The Principal did 
comment that he was mindful of the management change that was happening to the college and this 
being the case, the Committee should consider a new element of risk into Risk. The Principal also 
commented he was not convinced the level of risk would rise, but recommended the Committee add 
a new element to risk.  
 
With Risk 9 a number of things are continuing to ensure the curriculum is kept fresh and meets the 
needs of students. The Principal commented that NHC continues to work closely with partners in the 
developing DYW (Development Young Workers) Regional Board and also the ongoing link with local 
schools. There are a couple of minor risks for the committee to be mindful of. The first is the member 
of staff in charge of school liaison is moving on so there will need to a new staff member in that key 
role. The other risk is that the Highland Council has implemented early school closures on a Friday. This 
has been policy for a number of schools but not Thurso High school until now. Friday is also the day the 
College provides courses for school aged students. The Principal feels the risk will be that students will 
be less inclined to commit to the college courses on Friday afternoons when they could have time off 
from school instead. This has been flagged up regionally and the College has taken an action to monitor 
this. The Principal felt there was an indication that there was a drop in the numbers of students coming 
to College particularly at SCQF level 4 course in the engineering and construction based courses. Mrs 
McLean also expressed her concerns that this number would continue to fall. The Principal stated the 
key thing was the action take to combat this and the plan was to produce a paper to share with school 
heads highlighting the situation and to hopefully engage with them to come to a solution.  
 
The Principal also notified the Committee that a number of consultations are taking place with local 
employers and the Caithness Newton Room has been approved to take place on the Campus at Thurso. 
NHC also has its first intake of Foundation Apprentices and there is plans to admit a new intake onto a 
pre-foundation apprenticeship in engineering.  The Principal also commented that he felt there was 
strong position with regards to research in the ERI. 
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There were no recommendations to change this risk.  
 
 
 
 
Items for Noting. 
 
The Committee were asked to note the papers but no comments were made on any of the papers at 
this time.  
 
 
 
Date of Next Meeting: 6th December 2017 
 
There being no other business the meeting was closed at 18:00 
 
 

 

 

 

 


