
Northumbria University

ACADEMIC REGISTRY

GUIDELINES ON APPROVAL OF DISTANCE LEARNING PROGRAMMES

1. INTRODUCTION
This document is designed as a guide to the requirements for the approval of distance learning programmes. Note the principles of these procedures also apply to modules delivered by distance learning, including modules already approved for conventional delivery mode seeking approval for additional, distance learning, delivery mode. The document contains both mandatory requirements, i.e. those that must be provided for an approval event, whether an approval panel, School Learning and Teaching Committee or sub-committee, as well as suggestions of good practice. Certain aspects of a programme approval are not dependent upon delivery mode, i.e. documents required for conventional delivery mode are also required for distance learning delivery such as module descriptors, programme/student handbook, programme specifications programme costings and approval to develop the programme.

Information about the procedures for programme approval can be found on the Learning and Teaching Support section’s web site at:

http://northumbria.ac.uk/sd/central/ar/qualitysupport/approval/
The most up to date forms, which should be used, can also be found on the Learning and Teaching Support section’s web site at:

http://northumbria.ac.uk/sd/central/ar/qualitysupport/approval/forms/
The issue of what determines a distance learning programme is varied, as exemplified by the QAA (2004) statement:

‘educational provision leading to an award, or to specific credit toward an award, of an awarding institution delivered and/or supported and/or assessed through means which generally do not require the student to attend particular classes or events at particular times and particular locations’

QAA (2004) Section 13

The document also recognises variation in the level of student contact between programmes classified as being distance learning. Therefore, for the purpose of identifying when the procedures for the approval of distance learning programmes apply, a distance learning programme is normally considered to be one in which student access to distance learning materials, for example electronic or paper based, is essential to achievement of programme learning outcomes.
2. DISTANCE LEARNING PROGRAMMES: MANDATORY REQUIREMENTS
There are two specific requirements for a distance learning programme. Firstly, a significant sample of the learning materials needs to be scrutinised by a suitable expert in distance learning. The significant sample is intended to include a check that the material has been developed holistically and suitably in advance of delivery, to preclude unsuitable ‘week by week’ production. The nature of sample should be negotiated with the chair of the approval event, though good practice would be that at least all materials intended for delivery in the first semester of the programme would be submitted for review. The sample should also include materials that provide a clear indication of the student learning experience throughout the programme. The proportion will also take into account that learning materials can not always be developed in advance of programme delivery, for example, discussion board threads. 

Secondly, the approval panel should include a member of staff with expertise in distance learning to ensure that issues such as delivery arrangements and student support can be adequately covered in the approval.

NOTE: In the case of a single module seeking approval, all learning materials should be submitted for review.

3. REVIEW REPORT
The reviewer completes a report on each module submitted for review using a separate Form DL for each module. Completed DL forms will be submitted to the approval panel in advance of the approval event. The reviewer will complete the following sections:
3.1 Student Information

Procedures for preparing students to study the module

Were students provided with information about the:

Module aims

Learning outcomes

Learning and Teaching methods, e.g. delivery model, student workload, study schedule

Student support mechanisms

Assessment strategy, including formative and summative approaches

Induction into the technology e.g. eLearning Portal

How to be a distance learner, implications, approaches, commitment, just-in-time support, etc.

Broader induction approaches

3.2 Learning materials

Appropriateness of structure – fit for purpose

Relevance to module aims and learning outcomes – how are these flagged up within the learning materials, how are learning packages structured – relevance, appropriateness, signposting for access

Appropriateness of materials to academic level – relationship to subject benchmarks, style, level of language, intellectual rigour

Ease of navigation –avoidance of dead-ends, clear signposting, indication of where learner is an how to get back to previous areas, ease of finding materials, adaptive release

Quality of materials – appropriateness to learner approach; copyright adherence

Accessibility – range and variety of means of access.
Adherence to Special Educational Needs and Disability Act (2001) http://www.techdis.ac.uk/index.php?p=3_12_21 and/or

Web Accessibility Initiative WAI/ http://www.w3.org/WAI/
3.3 Assessment

Appropriateness of formative assessments used and provision of student feedback

Use of plagiarism detection measures

Summative assignment submission procedures

Provision of marks and feedback

Assignment return procedures

Tutorial arrangements

Electronic access to marks

Electronic submission and feedback approaches

3.4 Communication

Student support methods

Communication strategy

Provision of appropriate tools (only those which will actually be used

Service level agreement

Use of discussion room and other tools, e.g. blogs, WIKI

Student collaboration activity

Peer to peer & peer to tutor interaction and communication

3.5 Additional resources

Appropriateness of any other learning materials

Provision of reading list

Links to other resources

Collation of all links

Provision of glossary of key terms and acronyms

Electronic reading lists

3.6 Other considerations

Copyright

Disability access, e.g. visual impairment, dyslexia

Download time

Software requirements – guidance on players/readers where specific software is used
It is worth noting that programme team wanting to develop distance deliver modules that have been approved for class-based delivery can use the same module descriptor for the class delivery module, merely adding additional information concerning the distance delivery in the sections concerning delivery location, learning and teaching strategy, notional student workload, synopsis and resources for distance learning delivery.

4. DISTANCE LEARNING PROGRAMMES: ADDITIONAL INFORMATION
Certain additional documents can greatly help programme teams in developing an effective approach to delivering a distance learning programme. They don’t need to be submitted for consideration by an approval panel, but can be instrumental in helping a panel to understand the nature of the programme, particularly the delivery.

4.1 Operations Manual 

This document gives the programme team an opportunity to consider the detail concerning the nature of how the programme will be operationalised. Some areas that the Operations Manual might cover include:

Overview of the Programme, including 

· Philosophy, aims, design, learning, teaching and assessment strategy

· Annual programme cycle, i.e. calendar of key dates

· Programme management outlining responsibilities of members of the programme team such as programme leader, module tutors, programme administrator

· Support from library and technical staff

· Programme committee membership and function

· Annual review procedures, including student feedback procedures

· Recruitment, admission and withdrawal procedures

· Student experience, including induction, provision of materials and support from administrative and academic staff

· Assessment procedures including setting of assignments, assignment submissions, examination procedures, assignment return, role of moderators and external examiner

· Examination boards

· Staff development requirements

4.2 Development Timetable

Programme teams may not have developed all of the programme’s learning materials at the time of an approval event. Approval panels should acknowledge that all learning materials may not be ready at the time of the approval event. However, not only does a timetable for development of outstanding modules help the panel to judge the likelihood that programme materials will be ready for students at the appropriate time, but it also assists the programme team to successfully manage development of learning materials. Programme teams need to be realistic in their development timetable. The eLearning Portal Support team can provide programme teams with expert guidance on producing a programme development plan, plus facilitate consideration of issues concerning the development and delivery of distance learning programmes/modules (see contact details below).

4.3 Additional Support
There are a number of sources of additional support. MARCET has published a number of relevant Red Guides, listed at:

http://northumbria.ac.uk/sd/central/library/marcet/redguides/browse/series10/
The e-Learning Support Team in Academic Registry provide support in designing, creating or managing e-learning courses, projects or developments. Support is provided in a number of ways: 

· House Calls

Individuals can request visits to their own office by an adviser to discuss, advise or help with e-learning issues or problems.

· e-learning Support Programme of Events  

Details can be found at:

http://www.unn.ac.uk/elearningevents
· Programme Team Request Workshops

Programme Teams can request tailor-made advice from the academic advisers on e-learning developments and issues including support on how to maximise use of the eLearning Portal to enhance student learning.

The team can also provide examples of documents that have been used in successful approvals of distance learning programmes.
To book an appointment for any of the above or to gain further information on the above Staff Development opportunities, please contact the administrator on extension 3917 or email rg.elpsupport@northumbria.ac.uk 
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