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 ‘An examination of the impact of devolved structures and systems in 
enhancing the quality of the student experience’


 ‘The Leadership Foundation Fellowship project was particularly timely for the University because it coincided with the realignment of our strategic development plan to focus more clearly on the quality of the student experience.  It was invaluable in taking forward our thinking on student support and academic management infrastructure, and led directly to a Change Academy event from which the University has also derived considerable benefit as we seek to review and revise our student academic and pastoral support systems.’  

Professor Patricia Broadfoot, Vice-Chancellor, University of Gloucestershire
The project explored the parameters for enhancing student support systems at the University in the light of the increased devolution of academic management functions to faculties, and in the wake of internal and external reports recommending a revision of existing systems. Qualitative research was conducted via interviews, surveys and focus groups with a range of staff and students across the University. Internal and external consultation mechanisms were engaged and the findings were synthesised with corporate strategic analysis conducted during the project cycle.  The project was overseen by a University-wide steering group with a high degree of external input, and conducted by an external independent researcher. 
 A case study approach was adopted, focusing on the Faculty of Sport, Health and Social Care, based in Gloucester. The campus is 8 miles from the 3 Cheltenham sites and Gloucester city has a distinct economic and cultural context. The faculty has about 1800 students, a diverse mix of academic provision and a record of success in engaging in the Widening Participation agenda. It was particularly appropriate for this study on account of its diverse student body, and the fact that it had recently introduced a matrix management structure somewhat different from that operated in other faculties.  
The project aimed to analyse organisational dynamics in a devolved structure and to include staff and student participants from the whole University community.  It attempted to evaluate University-level initiatives on student support, and arrangements at Faculty and subject levels, plus the operational relationships between the three levels. 
The key outcomes of the project have had a direct impact at both Faculty and University levels. The Faculty of Sport Health and Social Care has now reverted from a matrix management system to a more traditional two-department management structure with clearer lines of communication and responsibility. This followed a strong message coming from Faculty staff and a direct link can be made with the project in bringing about this structural change within the Faculty.

With regard to student support systems, the project’s findings led to a successful bid to participate in a Change Academy event focused on student academic support systems, with a resulting recommendation for the establishment and implementation of consistently applied seamless academic and pastoral support systems across the University, at the core of which is the strengthening of the academic tutor role for the duration of the student’s course, coupled with the introduction of a ‘Student Helpzone’ on each campus.  The University aims to have the revised systems and processes in place from September 2008.     
The University has derived considerable benefit from the project not only in terms of its immediate results and direct impact on student support and academic management systems, but also with regard to its approach to the evaluation and modification of management systems within a tightly defined time frame.   
Paul Hartley, Deputy Vice-Chancellor
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