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Welcome to the summer 2017 edition of the Moodle for 
Academics Newsletter, which I hope you will find both 
informative and interesting. I have been particularly drawn to 
the article by our colleague Ian Atherton on the development of 
a University REF Moodle site. In preparing for this newsletter 
and having read this article, I have taken the opportunity to 
explore this Moodle site and familiarise myself with its content 
and interactivity. In doing so, I started to reflect on the work of 
Diana Laurillard (2012) in Teaching as a Design Science. In 
her work Laurillard writes eloquently about the way in which 
students learn and the evidence that supports a constructivist 
theory of learning. At the heart of this theory is the notion of 
engagement and the conditions that are required to support 
students engaging with their learning. Whilst some of these 
concepts should not be new to us; motivation, emotional 
engagement, conceptions of knowledge, approaches to 
learning and the teaching environment, she does provide a 
challenge to us in that the evidence strongly suggests that 
independent and confident learners are strongly influenced by 
us as teachers and educators and the approaches we take in 
stimulating learning.

Interestingly in her book Laurillard (2012) refers back to a 
study by Umbach and Wawrzynsk (2005) who identified 
five pivotal and effective practices to encourage students to 
engage in their learning more effectively, one of which focuses 
on using “active and collaborative learning techniques” 
(p. 173). We have in our virtual learning environment an 
opportunity (not the only opportunity) to manage active and 
collaborative approaches to student engagement that can help 
facilitate a deeper approach to learning within a constructivist 
paradigm. Pivotal to this is how we as academics use the 
virtual learning environment and perhaps in some cases 
design or re-design in partnership with our students, a module 
or programme site that can truly support our learners to 
engage with the subject matter in a more interactive way. It’s 
at this point I would encourage you the reader, to think about 
your own skills and use of the learning environment and to 
reflect on the way you think it facilitates student engagement?

We have across the University a range of great examples of 
interactive student focused content within our virtual learning 
environment but like all areas there is still much more we 
could do. If you would like some support in facilitating your 
own knowledge and skills of how to use the virtual learning 
environment in a more creative manner, then please 
don’t hesitate to make contact with your campus Learning 
Technologist in Information Services who will be very happy to 
help, their details are on page 10 of the newsletter.
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Turnitin & GradeMark
Turnitin have released an upgrade to their service called Feedback Studio which 
combines originality checking and GradeMark in a unified interface. We have now 
enabled Feedback Studio so that all staff and students will use this for new and 
existing Turnitin assignments. The new interface does not change how Turnitin 
assignments are created in Moodle, or how students submit their work and access 
their feedback. The first time staff or students access Feedback Studio they will be 
offered a quick tour.

The interface has been redesigned to make better use of the space available 
on screen, to help markers navigate around a student’s paper, and to improve 
compatibility with mobile devices. The easiest way to see Feedback Studio is to 
try the interactive demo on the Turnitin website. It’s also enabled on the Moodle 
Training server where you can create a Turnitin assignment in a ‘sandbox’ course. 
For help and support please contact your campus Learning Technologist.

SERVICE UPDATE  
Upgrades to Moodle, Mahara, Turnitin & Grademark

Stephen Bruce, Information Services

Grading and feedback tools

Originality report tools

https://ev.turnitin.com/app/carta/en_us/?u=1007009245&o=654891917&demo=1&s=3
http://moodletrain.napier.ac.uk/my/
http://moodletrain.napier.ac.uk/my/
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SERVICE UPDATE  
Upgrade to Turnitin  
Grademark...

Moodle & Mahara
The Moodle service will be upgraded to 
version 3.2 during the summer in order 
to meet our security requirements and to 
benefit from the improved features. There 
are improvements to the Assignment grading 
features, new Quiz question types, as well 
as smaller enhancements to the editing 
options. Since our current branded theme 
is not compatible with the new version, we 
are moving to a theme developed by Moodle 
which consolidates administrative features 
to allow more space for content, and which 
provides an interface that is closer to modern 
web and mobile user experience. The Mahara 
ePortfolio service will also be upgraded to the 
latest version and will similarly change theme. 
Look out for further communications about 
these upgrades over the coming weeks.
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Using Online Courses to  
Support Our Researchers

Gráinne Barkess, Researcher Development at  
Edinburgh Napier University

Here at Edinburgh Napier we have a Researcher 
Development programme which has been running 
since 2012 to support our research degree 
students and research active staff. The programme 
is co-ordinated by RIO with contributions from 
academics based across the university. The 
programme covers a variety of topics; including 
developing research skills for both qualitative and 
quantitative researchers, encouraging research 
integrity, supporting staff to win research funding, 
development for supervisors, and events focused 
on communicating our research to different 
audiences. All our sessions are mapped against 
a nationally recognised Researcher Development 
Framework developed by Vitae, allowing 
researchers to identify which sessions would help 
them develop particular skills.

Bringing online courses into the mix
Many of our research degree students are part-
time, or not based on campus, so we were aware 
that face-to-face sessions might not be suitable 
for some of our research community. To address 
this we invested in a number of online courses 
from a spin-off company of Imperial College 
London (Epigeum) that focused on research skill 
development. The online courses cover a lot of 
topics, from project management, working with 
supervisors, communicating research results, 
getting published, and intellectual property in the 
research context. Over this academic year we 
have been rolling out these online resources with 
our research degree students.

We chose to take a blended approach to 
introducing these courses to our programme, so 
that there was a connection between the online 
content and what was happening in our face-to-
face sessions. Ruth Johnstone, one of the great 

Learning Technologists based in IS, helped me 
learn about SCORM packages, and set up a full 
Moodle area for us to host the courses on our 
own servers which will allow us to monitor usage 
through the Moodle analytics functions.

We set up ‘Focus on Fortnights’ where we had a 
topic that was covered by a one hour lunchtime 
WebEx, and a follow up face-to-face workshop. 
Both drew on the content from the online courses, 
including video clips, written content and workshop 
exercises. The aim with this approach was to 
encourage our researchers to engage with the 
online courses independently, to bring questions 

‘Focus on Fortnights’ – blending an introduction to the topic 
via Webex, in-depth discussions via face-to-face workshops, 
all of which draw from the online content which also provides a 
resource that students can revisit at any time.

https://www.vitae.ac.uk/researchers-professional-development/about-the-vitae-researcher-development-framework/developing-the-vitae-researcher-development-framework
https://www.vitae.ac.uk/researchers-professional-development/about-the-vitae-researcher-development-framework/developing-the-vitae-researcher-development-framework
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and ideas for discussion in the workshops, as well as breaking down the large amount of online content 
into manageable chunks to work through at a steady pace.

Right now, right here
There is never a perfect day to run a workshop when everyone interested in attending can make it along, 
and having researchers based at all three campuses adds location as an additional variable. Introducing 
online aspects to the Researcher Development programme was one way to try and overcome some of 
those issues. Whilst we decided to try a blended approach integrating the online content into the face-to-
face sessions, all of the online courses can run as a completely standalone resource. Researchers can 
engage with topics as they become relevant to where they might be in a research project, allowing for 
‘just-in-time’ learning. The online courses also have contributions from academics and researchers from 
a variety of disciplines and institutions, adding different voices to our programme not otherwise available 
to us. 

Where next?
There is still work to be done on the online strand of our researcher development programme. We are 
interested in trying out Moodle badges as a form of recognition for those researchers who complete 
the online courses (each of which comes with an online quiz), and I am still learning about how much 
content can be delivered in a one-hour WebEx!

Over the next few months we will be seeking feedback from current users to see how we can improve 
the blended approach we’ve adopted over the last couple of trimesters. 

We are also keen that supervisors and research active staff also get to know about these online 
resources – both for themselves, and so they can help highlight the courses to research degree students 
and early career researchers. 

Using Online Courses to Support Our Researchers...

Try them for yourself!
The Research Skills Master Programme is available at:

http://moodlecommunity.napier.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=222 and has an enrolment key: 
GBNP1. 

Our other Moodle courses supporting research are available here: 

http://moodlecommunity.napier.ac.uk/course/index.php?categoryid=28

http://moodlecommunity.napier.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=222
http://moodlecommunity.napier.ac.uk/course/index.php?categoryid=28
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Towards the end of 2020, universities from across 
the UK will submit reports on their research 
activities. This exercise, the Research Excellence 
Framework, or REF, will have enduring implications 
for our work, as individuals and as a University. 
To that end, and specifically to raise awareness 
of what is required for our submission, a Moodle 
site has been developed. This article provides 
an overview of that site and encourages you to 
give it a go! But to begin, just think about why 
understanding the REF is just so important.

We are passionate about our research. The 
understanding it generates not only challenges, but 
can enable. 

That work will benefit beyond 2021 if our University 
has a successful submission to REF. The UK 
Funding Councils use results to decide how 
to apportion substantial funds: over £2 billion 
annually after the 2014 exercise. This funding can 
enable PhD studentships, attendance at courses 
and conferences, investment in posts to support 
research and so forth. Others also take decisions 
based on the results of this research evaluation. 
The Economic and Social Research Council 
(ESRC), for example, have insisted on a minimum 
outcome from the exercise for institutions wanting 
to hold one of their doctoral studentships.  

In sum, REF matters. Its results will influence our 
work for years to come.

REF is not just about the allocation of funding. 
It is also a means by which the funding councils 

can shape research in the UK. Ultimately, a 
REF submission is nothing more than a report 
on research that has been done over the period 
of time being assessed. To be successful thus 
requires that the work done is responsive to funder 
requirements.

My own take is that those requirements are 
largely what I would see as good research: 
robust pertinent studies that are of benefit to 
wider society. It is also about the development 
of environments conducive to research, and that 
enables and develops our future researchers. We 
need to demonstrate that our University is a place 
that nurtures, and that enables scholarship that is 
impactful to the academy and beyond.

So what is required of us as academics? At the 
time of writing the answer to that question is far 
from clear. An ongoing consultation will feed into 
the final requirements, and these should become 
known publicly in the summer. Nonetheless, there 
are important components that can be predicted 
with little doubt. So even at this point, developing 
our understanding of REF. And it is to this end that 
the Moodle site has been developed.

The site has been set-up specifically with Unit of 
Assessment (UoA) 3 in mind. That is specifically 
the unit to which work relevant to Allied Health 
Professionals, Nurses, Dentists and Pharmacists 
will be submitted. That said, it has a wider 
relevance and will likely be useful regardless of the 
UoA to which you will be submitting.

An Overview of Our University 
REF Moodle Site

Ian Atherton,  
School of Health & Social Care

SPOTLIGHT ON  
ACADEMIC PRACTICE
Highlighting effective use of Moodle to support 
learning, teaching and assessment
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Once you enter the site, you will find four 
chapters: one providing an overview; 
and three focusing on each of the major 
components, namely outputs (largely 
papers in peer reviewed journals), impact 
and environment.

The intention is that the material is written 
in an accessible format such that it can 
very quickly enable at least a superficial 
understanding. Links enable documents 
to be accessed that provide more detailed 
explanations. Where that is done, pointers 
are given to the most relevant parts, again 
with the intention of facilitating your learning.

A particularly innovative component is 
a series of podcasts in which people 
with key insights are interviewed. These 
podcasts are embedded in the chapters, 
and links are also made available on the 
sites main page.

Two of these involved interviews with 
academics who sat on REF panels last 
time round, and so who were involved 
in the process of rating submissions. 
Reading documents in which procedures 
are outlined rarely, if ever, gives a true 
insight into the realities of a process. The 
intention of these interviews is to give 
insight into just what was being sought by 
those reviewing.

Another of these interviews, with our 
very own Sheena Moffat from Library 
Services, helps you to understand 
just what is needed of you when 
submitting your papers to Worktribe. 
Ensuring papers are made available 
promptly through a repository is now a 
key requirement of REF. This podcast 
provides an accessible discussion over 
just what you should do.

Spotlight on...

Fig. 1 Moodle course to support staff with understanding REF requirements
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Fig. 2 The Moodle course provides a series of podcasts

Spotlight on...

The final podcast, with Sean Smith, Director 
of Sustainable Construction at Edinburgh 
Napier University, includes a discussion as 
to what is involved in impact case studies, 
and how you might think about developing 
your own work so as to more effectively 
make it meaningful to wider society. Sean 
has considerable expertise around impact: 
well worth a listen!

The site will be developing over the 
coming weeks and months, especially in 
response to the definitive statement of 

what will be required. Further podcasts 
are also planned to provide further 
accessible materials. Away days are 
being piloted that will use the site as 
a basis to discuss how work might be 
developed.

REF provides opportunities. Rather than 
something to fear, it is something that 
could provide a means to further the work 
for which we feel so passionate about. 
The Moodle resource is a starting point.  
Give it a go!

Accessing the Moodle REF resource
The REF Moodle Resource can be accessed using the following link:

http://moodlecommunity.napier.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=218  

You will need to use the key REF2021 the first time you access the site. 
Thereafter, you should be able to enter it directly from your own Moodle area.

http://moodlecommunity.napier.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=218
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