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Leading innovation in teaching and learning at the University of Abertay Dundee. The White Space Project.


"Nick’s report on his achievements during his Fellowship year will contribute most usefully to our development of the Abertay student experience. The knowledge he gained during his overseas visits is already giving us a valuable external perspective on our teaching and learning, our student support, and our organisational development activities.  Nick’s reflections and insights, as expressed in his report, will help significantly in making sure that the implementation of our strategic plans is triangulated against best practice from around the world.”
Professor Bernard King. Principal & Vice Chancellor. University of Abertay Dundee

The work of this Fellowship was directed at recommending a range of strategies and leadership initiatives to support the implementation of the White Space project at Abertay based on current research and the experience of institutions of higher education in the UK and abroad.  A supporting aim was to provide the HE sector with an overview of how institutions of higher education in a western society context are pursuing innovation in respect of the student learning experience.
White Space is a conceptual framework for the implementation of Abertay’s quality enhancement agenda. It comprises estates developments, a revised pedagogy, staff development activities, changes to curriculum design, a focus on graduate employability and entrepreneurship, an invigorated teaching/research nexus and an emphasis on the use of new learning technologies. An enhanced student learning experience is at the heart of the White Space project.
The methodology for the Fellowship comprised study visits to institutions of higher education combined with research using published and conference based texts focused on higher education innovation and change. Universities were visited in the UK plus a range of institutions in Singapore, Australia, New Zealand, Canada and the Unites States of America. Australasia and North America were chosen for visits because of the range of similarities linking the UK and the higher education systems in these countries and the many close ties that exist between individuals at school and faculty level across the sector.
The overseas visits in particular provided a valuable insight into innovation and change. In total 20 institutions across the five countries provided full-day visits and meetings took place with over 60 individual academic and support staff members associated with leading innovation in teaching and learning, student support, academic staff development and organisational development. The conversations that took place during these visits plus the wide range of text material that was reviewed during the Fellowship year has resulted in 24 specific recommendations for consideration by the University of Abertay. These recommendations have the potential to significantly influence the future student experience at Abertay and contribute to the University’s quality enhancement agenda.
Careful planning of the study visits was central to converting the strategy of the Fellowship into tangible outcomes. An important feature of the process was the establishment of relationships with the staff at institutions that had agreed to a visit; a time consuming process but essential if the maximum benefit was to be gained. Focused discussions that provided excellent data was the reward for effort spent establishing relationships in advance and a range of enduring links have been created that it is hoped will be to the benefit of Abertay and the institutions included in the tours.
In terms of lessons learned it is clear that there are no ‘silver bullet’ solutions to the problems that confront the sector. Hard work, dedication and persistence is demanded of everybody involved in leading the delivery of a high quality university experience to our students. The main achievement of this Fellowship is the provision of an external perspective to the University of Abertay Dundee that supports the transformational work already underway and points to future developments that will allow the University to deliver the promise of White Space for its students and staff.   

Mr Nick Hamilton. White Space Project Manager.
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