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Ultraversity - BA (Hons)
Learning Technology Research
• Focus on action to improve ‘work’ context
• ‘Learn while you earn’ - 3 years, part time
but full time credit weighting
• Not located in any subject discipline, but in a
methodological discipline of action
research
• 100% online, no face-to-face
• Validated twice,
and QA by Anglia Ruskin University

Individual fulfilment

Students report their motivation to study in terms of fulfilling their own life agenda.

‘Work’ in its broadest definition

‘Work’ is defined broadly and includes voluntary and domestic activity. The activity needs to be
capable of improvement and research.
Eve Thirkle started the degree as a Teaching Assistant, but her son was diagnosed with autism
three months after starting. Eve switched to studying his development needs and her role in as a
parent raising him.
Eve graduated with a First Class honours degree in July 2006.
From her local newspaper, Doncaster Today:
“It gave me a focus at a time when it was very easy to get depressed,” said Eve, who recently
became chair of the Doncaster Autistic Society.

Combining
innovations

Inquiry-based
learning
Action research methodology,
critical reflection,
learning at and through work,
workplace advocate

Personalised learning
Negotiation of study focus
through individual learning plan,
inquiry proposal

Graduate
Skills a confident,
lifelong
eLearner

Online community
of inquiry
Expert witnesses,
challenge and debate,
support, sharing findings,
critical feedback,
access to online library

Exhibition for
dissertation

Assessment for
learning

Shared inquiry findings to
stakeholders,
evaluated for impact

No exams, patchwork
presentation,
e-portfolio, peer review

The course has combined several innovations to create an approach which focusses on the
development of a graduate with confidence, sustainable learning skills & habits and competent
to use technology independently.
The regionally distributed team who developed this model, maintained a successful online
community of practice themselves as they grew in confidence and know-how to offer the degree,
and this is one of many departures from typical university practice.
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An Action Research model is the basis for this version of Inquiry Based Learning.
Initially student researchers identify where improvement can be made in their workplace.
After checking what is known about the potential, they plan action, do it and review, reviewing
their process as the cycle is repeated to improve.
Student researchers are guided to a double loop of reflection, looking outside the action’s scope
to the surrounding organisation and questiioning its norms as part of the context for action.

Technology
• skills and knowledge in online services
• developing autonomy and independence
• the need to be an online practitioner
beyond qualification
• a private space as a launch pad for public
identity as confidence increases

It has been an important focus to study the application of information and communications
technologies - an essential skill for continuing engagement with the wider community and
lifelong learning.

Online community of inquiry

The degree depends on online community to function - students help each other and challenge
each other as they learn together.
The strength of this community is hypothesised to achieve depth in learning, a phenomenon
noted by Leonie Ramondt and Carole Chapman when analysing the nature of the Talking Heads
community in 2005.

Community and expression
“Why is it I feel the community is a safe haven for my
thoughts? Something has changed and its not just the
increase in confidence where dealings with the
community is concerned. I'm taking it for granted this
year that I can express my thoughts, views, complaints,
suggestions frankly with no qualms or fear of ridicule.
What has happened? It is as if the floodgates of my
thoughts have flung themselves open and I am allowed
to bring forth all those ideas that have been hiding away
in dusky corners of my mind.”
- Amanda Smith, Cohort 3
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I believe that learning arises in the context of students expressing their ideas and then
evaluating these expressions.
It is vital to feel free to express tentative thoughts in order to perfect them - online community in
the case of Ultraversity clearly empowers students in this way.

Community and expertise
“At first I was very sceptical about the use of community
for learning. I did not trust the concept of learning from
other ‘ordinary’ people. I wanted my Learning Facilitator
to validate all information for me. Soon I realised that
these [students] were ‘extraordinary’ people, with a
wealth of knowledge and especially experience among
them. They were people who were conquering their
struggle to juggle home, family, work and study and far
from doubting their contribution to my learning I began
to be in awe of their expertise.”
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Student researchers do not instinctively trust each other as sources of authority - schooling has
suggested otherwise.
Sustained community, focussed on developing trust and agreeing shared purposes, helps them
to appreciate each other’s strengths.

Community and affect
“I do feel that individuals emotions have not been taken
into consideration. e.g. I didn't expect on-line learning
to be so 'addictive'. I was never comfortable with using
chat rooms before, but First Class is an excellent
meeting place for advice, support or just a chat. I also
didn't feel that the [Guardian] article put across the very
deep bond our cohort has forged. I look upon my fellow
researchers and LF's, not just as peers but good friends
- not bad for being complete strangers 18 months ago. I
can't remember life before Ultraversity and I am
wondering what life is going to be like when we all
graduate.”
- Lynn, Cohort 3
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This remark was made in response to a newspaper article titled ‘The University Where Everyone
is a Stranger”. (Stephen Hoare, Tuesday June 20, 2006 The Guardian).
Student researchers were quick to point out how strong the bonds were between them and how
much they had been rewarded by the friendships which had developed online.
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A caricature of the development of Foundation Degrees would suggest that it is a ‘stitch-up’
between employer and university, which is slow to develop and is then applied to the ‘patient’
after a protracted development. The curriculum suffers from being difficult to up-date and
inflexible if oriented towards content in fast-moving professional contexts.
Ultraversity has developed a process curriculum, which does not define any detailed content,
focussing instead on the disciplines of action enquiry, digital creativity and exhibition.
It is contended that these disciplines, when linked to the twin drivers of personal fulfilment and
organisational improvement set up the learner for lifelong learning and the organisation for
considerable assurance of improvement.
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It is important to identify the rôle of the Higher Education Institution when the focus is on the
student researcher and on their workplace.
In my view, although there are authoritative strengths in both university and workplace, this is a
case of sharing authority, blurring the boundaries and extending the university into the
workplace.

For the IDeA Knowledge website
Just Google ‘idea’

Or you could search IDeA
Knowledge and present an
informed response within minutes.

IDeA Knowledge provides…

• A one-stop-shop
• Rapid access to background

knowledge
• National, regional and local
perspectives
• Communication with experts in other
authorities
• Authoritative and reliable information

IDeA Knowledge can help you
with strategic planning
• One search will get information from IDeA and

related sites, such as the Improvement
Network: www.improvementnetwork.gov.uk
• Key players collaborate to produce the IDeA
resources
• There are IDeA toolkits for a range of actions
required
• There are IDeA documents to support learning
and staff development

Joining an IDeA Community of Practice
will help you to:
•quickly obtain practical solutions
to issues
•access cutting-edge practices and
thinking
•network with other people, sharing
knowledge and experience

IDeA Knowledge connects
you with others
•Case studies of good practice
•A connection to Beacon Authorities
•Discussion forums
•Communities of Practice

In summary, IDeA Knowledge is:
• A means of improving local government
• A bank of relevant and up-to-date knowledge
• An authoritative source
• A communication tool

What can

tell us?

How can these help improve
?

Richard Millwood, Core Education
Monday 3rd September 2007
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Council bans social network site
Workers at Kent County Council (KCC) have been banned from
using the social networking website Facebook.
The authority said it had restricted access to the site under its electronicuse policy, and was one of several organisations to take the step.
Some workers said they objected to the move to stop them wasting time,
and wanted it back on the KCC network.
"Like any other organisation, we have a responsibility to keep our IT
systems secure," the council said.
The authority employs 32,000 people.

… continued…
One Facebook user, John Woodley, said: "You have your network of
friends and there is always that element of trying to develop other
relationships and meet other people on there.
"We are social animals - it can be difficult to know when to stop."
Professor Frank Furedi, from the University of Kent, said the site could
be "a very valuable asset for creating communities between employees".
He said: "It's a way that employees can share experiences, and it's a
way that employers can learn about problems that exist in the
workplace."
But employment lawyer Jonathan Gauton said: "Employers are facing
employees who are wasting a lot of time, who are ill-focused on their
correct responsibilities.
"Ultimately, they can be sanctioned. They can be disciplined for it, and
we have seen employees ultimately dismissed."

28/08/2007
At least 32,000 council employees were blocked from the Facebook
website at work yesterday.
The axe fell after Kent County Council found staff were spending too
much time messaging friends from their desks.
A source said: "The hours we were losing to people using Facebook
were getting ludicrous."
Now even the 84 elected councillors cannot use the authority's network
to access the site, also banned by the Met police and Transport for
London.
One frustrated worker commented: "KCC have blocked fb. You b******s."

Sharing individual knowledge around:
• photographs
has automated gossip,
• bookmarks •
which adds significant
• location
presence
• activity
• It has strong tools for
communicating personal
identity and interpersonal
relations
• It has great integration with
email providing effective
notification
• There is a strong sense of
dynamic

Thoughts

• customer relationship management to
company relationship management (by
the customer)

• personal to interpersonal to communal
• most people influence most people in
some way (sorry Dan)

• nearby people are usually more similar to
those far apart, but the internet has
murdered distance (sorry again Dan)

• diversity, neoligisms and dissent are all
an inevitable result of human creativity

• the real world is a figment of imagination

www.idea.gov.uk
www.ultraversity.net
www.core-ed.org.uk
www.bolton.ac.uk/iec

