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1. Introduction 

This report sets out the progress the UG-Flex Project has made towards achieving its objectives in the 

period since the last presentation to Executive in February 2009, the impact at Greenwich, the challenges 

faced and some lessons learned that may be of interest to the wider sector. 

2. Project Background & Context 

The UG-Flex Project commenced in late 2008, following a successful bid to JISC under a programme 

investigating “institutional approaches to curriculum design”. At the outset the project‟s aim was to 

reveal and enhance the University of Greenwich‟s curriculum design processes and systems in order to 

enable the University to „sustainably increase efficient and effective flexible learning provision in line 

with stated strategic goals‟. 

Over the course of 2009 it became apparent that achieving this aim was going to be a challenge, not least 

because while the project‟s resources had been primarily allocated to staffing to enhance systems and 

processes1, the stakeholder consultation conducted during 2009 had the effect of opening a Pandora‟s Box 

of issues. The UG-Flex project became a hub for the articulation of issues and concerns that encompassed, 

among other things, poor communication, „under the radar‟ practice, shadow IT systems and resourcing 

constraints. Although UG-Flex had neither the remit not resources to address these wider concerns and 

issues the project team has responded by seeking to adapt, clarity and refine the project‟s aims, scope and 

resources accordingly. 

3. Progress So Far 

The project is now just over mid-way through its four year lifecycle and has initiated and/or influenced 

discussion, conducted research, explored options and delivered some enhancements and recommendations 

on the following areas of Greenwich‟s strategy and business operations: Quality Assurance & Quality 

Enhancement; Student Experience; Defining Flexibility. 

 Quality Assurance & Quality Enhancement 

Over a six-month period in 2009 the project team used a range of methods to consult as widely as possible 

with representatives from all the schools and offices to identify what were seen as the drivers and 

inhibitors of curriculum design and delivery at Greenwich. A diverse spectrum of views was captured and 

subsequently grouped into six areas of investigation from a systems and processes perspective: speed of 

study; non-standard start and finish dates; short courses; validation & review; defined academic models; 

self service interface.  

A decision was taken to tackle validation and review first, not least because of the QAA audit outcomes 

and also because this area was considered to provide the underpinning framework of curriculum design 

                                                      

1 A project team of three (Project Manager; Business Analyst; Programmer/Developer) have been in post for between 

14-21 months and is supported by a core project team from ILS and Student Records Support (formerly The Banner 

Team) and a Project Management Group (meeting 10x a year) and a Project Steering Group (meeting 3x a year) 

made up of representatives from the Vice Chancellor‟s Office and most schools and offices.  
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and delivery. Over a period of six months Greenwich‟s validation & review processes and procedures were 

mapped in detail by the project team who worked closely with LQU, DLQs and the Student Records 

Systems Team (Banner Team) to scrutinize strengths and weaknesses. The result was four 

recommendations that were endorsed by LQC in February 2010, of which one fell under the direct 

responsibility of the UG-Flex project team to execute.2  

A direct outcome from the subsequent development and testing phase (March-August 2010) was the 

launch in September 2010 of an enhanced Authorised List of Programmes in BannerWeb containing 

information on validation & review dates. This enhancement means that for the first time records on 

validation and review are held centrally. Functionality has also been built to enable staff to run reports 

on forthcoming review schedules by year, and to identify any programmes that breach deadlines.  

In 2011, it is intended that the UG-Flex project will continue to support QA/QE at Greenwich in 2011 by 

assisting the Education Development Unit (EDU) to develop appropriate supported curriculum 

development and review processes and tools for curriculum teams and academics in schools. The UG-Flex 

project has started this work by organizing events and activities in order to share with staff the good 

practice being developed by other projects in the JISC programme, for example on new and emerging 

programme approval frameworks and other more low key interventions. 

 

 Student Experience 

Acting on evidence that scope creep was hindering the project‟s ability to move forward, and with the 

support of the UG-Flex Steering Group and Management Group, the UG-Flex project team conducted a 

prioritization exercise in mid-2010.3 Feedback from stakeholders in schools and offices was reviewed and 

resulted in the formulation of a key question considered to be at the core of the diverse issues and 

concerns exposed by the project: What enhancements to systems and processes will deliver a high quality 

learning experience to students who follow “flexible” programmes of study on a par with the experience of 

student on “mainstream” programmes. 

The UG-Flex Project organized two stakeholder workshops in June 2010 involving representatives 

nominated by every school and office. In seeking to answer the key question outlined to them (as above), 

representatives from the schools recommended that UG-Flex consider ways to: 

 

                                                      

2 Recommendations: 1. Record and track key dates on approval & review in the Student Records System (Banner); 2. 

Implement a document management system and workflow solution covering validation & review; 3. Create an online 

NPP1 with built in workflow; 4. Further enhance the Student Records System to encourage its use as a source of 

truth. 

 
3 A redefined project scope was endorsed at this time emphasizing the UG-Flex project‟s aims to enhance the 

systems and processes in ways that will deliver a high quality learning experience to student who follow “flexible” 

programmes of study; inform curriculum teams by sharing good practice on design tools and technique; and 

influence discussion to reach consensus on the boundaries of flexibility and how it will be resourced. 
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 improve and formalize year round registration;  

 enable in-year progression and reassessment;  

 support modular curriculum structures. 

These recommendations were scrutinized by representatives from support offices who provided extensive 

feedback on constraints and controls. Using this information the UG-Flex project team spent the final 

quarter of 2010 researching a range of potential system based solutions that could be built into 

Greenwich‟s student records system. The option currently considered best able meet the requirements 

articulated by the schools‟ representatives is one that would in effect subsume the current „standard 

model‟ of registration/assessment/progression into an entirely new flexible model by enabling up to 12 

monthly registration points and introducing an annual, student centric registration cycle that would 

remove all requirements for non-September starting students to re-register in September.  

In December 2010 these solutions were scrutinized and endorsed as technically feasible by a small „expert‟ 

team made up of internal and external representatives.  However, at the present time significant 

questions remain about the feasibility of this as a course of action in terms of the overall value it would 

bring to the institution. In short, it is recognized that delivering this level of systems flexibility will be 

costly in terms of additional resource requirements [as yet uncosted] along with the considerable 

challenges for course/programme design and delivery, central and school-based administration, as well as 

for PAS reporting and other associated systems, notably student finance.     

 

It remains as yet unclear to the UG-Flex project whether the University‟s vision and the schools‟ plans for 

a more flexible curriculum offer in the short to medium term will deliver sufficient benefit to justify the 

cost of such fundamental changes to systems and practice at Greenwich. 

 

Mindful that this issue cannot be resolved immediately and also that the UG-Flex project is time limited 

and has staff on fixed term contracts, a decision has been taken to allocate some project resource early in 

2011 to development and testing to embed the concept of start month as a crucial data item in the student 

records system. It is considered that this will deliver some benefits to the administration of „non-standard‟ 

programmes as well as help staff to distinguish cohorts of students on the student records system based 

on their start dates. However, the direct impact on the student experience is probably negligible. 

  

 Defining Flexibility 

From its outset, the UG-Flex project explicitly recognized and anticipated operating in a context of 

significant plurality of views and priorities in respect of flexibility, organizational change and changing 

external factors (notably the anticipated shift in the student demographic, although admittedly not the 

scale witnessed in the sweeping global economic changes and the current Government‟s response).  

Consequently, the UG-Flex project team has recognized and sought to provide a platform (through project 

meetings, workshops and presentations internally and externally and online via the project blog 

www.ugflex.blogspot.com) for discussion and a sharing of views, definitions and priorities on flexibility 

and its significance as a core business objective of Greenwich University. One consequence has been that 

http://www.ugflex.blogspot.com/
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in 2010, on the recommendation of the UG-Flex Project Steering Group, the project shifted the focus of its 

work away from short courses to long programmes (both full time and part time).4  

Further, by allocating resource to detailed research and analysis, the UG-Flex project has accumulated 

information and insights that lie outside of the project‟s scope to deliver but that are nevertheless 

potentially significant for informing Greenwich‟s future strategy on flexibility.  For example, research 

conducted by the project team has exposed evidence of limitations on flexibility that result from the 

enforcement of a three-term schedule in the University‟s systems and processes. 

Another debate that UG-Flex is seeking to inform and understand better relates to whether Executive 

feels there is a genuine business case for investing significant time and resource (far beyond that 

available in the UG-Flex project) into building systems and processes to support greater curriculum 

flexibility at Greenwich, notably in the face of statistical evidence that indicates that the majority of 

Greenwich‟s curriculum currently continues to follow „standard‟ patterns of delivery.5  

4. Lessons Learned to date of relevance to the sector:  

 Systems changes in themselves will not deliver a more agile, flexible curriculum and any change must 

be grounded in a clear academic rationale. The assumption that enhancing appropriate technologically 

supported systems and processes can alone effect major beneficial organizational change aligned with 

corporate objectives does not give the full picture. On the contrary, there is clear evidence coming out 

of Greenwich that systems in themselves are not exclusively “the problem” preventing flexible 

curriculum innovation and that consideration must be given to academic practice, allocation of 

resources as well as to organizational culture and mindsets. 

 Low key “pervasive” interventions by the project that encourage stakeholders to identify and 

understand problems and to engineer their own solutions appear to be an effective strategy employed 

by the UG-Flex project, particularly when collaborating with and working through related initiatives 

sponsored and supported by schools/offices. 

 

5. Concluding Remarks 

The Executive is asked to note this report and to permit the UG-Flex project to liaise with APC and 

Resource Sub Committee to further share its research on constraints on flexibility in the curriculum.  

 

Claire Eustance, UG-Flex Project Manager December 2010 

                                                      

4 The UG-Flex project is aware that GRE is now taking forward an initiative on short courses and CPD and has 

shared relevant research and artefacts produced in the previous 20 months with colleagues in GRE. Further, the 

UG-Flex project has provided assistance and advice to school CPD champions. 

 
5 Analysis of the 2008-09 academic session shows that September enrolments constituted 67% of total starts, 

followed by January (16 %) and then April/May (4%).  There is further evidence that non-September starters are 

concentrated in relatively few programmes, notably January starting Masters programmes and the May starting 

undergraduate Nursing programme. 


