
 

 

 

Strategic Excellence Initiative executive summary 
 
University of the West of Scotland 
Promoting Inclusive and engaged student learning with analytics:  
engagement via agency 
 
Background and context 
The University of the West of Scotland (UWS) has a clear social mission, to transform the lives of individuals 
from a range of backgrounds. Thirty per cent of the University’s students are over the age of 30; thirty-five 
per cent are under 20. Many are either the first in, or in the first generation of, their family to enter higher 
education. Moreover, a larger proportion of students at UWS come from areas of multiple deprivation than any 
other Scottish HEI. This profile provides the University with a range of multi-faceted challenges in the area of 
student engagement. These challenges impact negatively on progression and retention rates, which have 
historically been below the sectoral mean. Harnessing Executive investment in extended engagement and 
capacity in the collation, analysis and presentation of institutional data, and building on ongoing work within 
the School of Media, Culture & Society (MCS) the project focused on addressing key challenges around 
engagement by providing students with key learning data in a way that encourages learner agency and 
reflexivity, and promotes analysis and understanding of ‘self’ as learner. Recognising learning analytics as the 
“measurement, collection, analysis and reporting of data about learners and their contexts for the purposes of 
understanding and optimizing learning and the environments in which it occurs” (Long & Siemens, 2011: 34), 
the primary commitment of the project was to develop a prototype learning data and analytics dashboard for 
student use. Reflecting a central commitment to partnership, the project engaged a range of stakeholders 
from across the institution, including academic staff, staff from the University’s Business Intelligence 
department and Engagement Team, current students, and Programme Ambassadors and School Enhancement 
Developers. The project also engaged a range of input from external stakeholders from other UK HEIs through 
processes of knowledge exchange, review and critique across the life of the project. The output of the 
dashboard delivers on a cross-domain commitment to promote inclusive and engaged student learning and 
learner agency through the medium of learning analytics. 
 
Project Objectives  
The primary objective of the project was to design and develop a student dashboard that captured and 
presented engagement and performance data at the level of the individual student and the collective peer 
group. The project extends the role of dashboards produced by other HEIs, where the emphasis is solely on 
engagement data. It was important that the design and development of the dashboard was located within the 
context of the ongoing work in the School of MCS on learning in partnership and learner engagement, 
providing a clear and developed understanding of how the dashboard could be used in a way that promotes 
learner agency and reflexivity. This was of central importance as passive engagement with learner or learning 
data will not result in a transformative reflexive learning experience. To ensure that the final product was user 
friendly and presented appropriate data in a robust and meaningful way, stakeholders were engaged as 
critical partners at all stages in the design and development of the dashboard. As such, it was important for 
the project team to develop and maintain a clear and shared understanding of the project objectives and to 
engage all stakeholders, particularly students and pilot users, in an ongoing dialogue around the development 
and potential of both the dashboard and student engagement with learner data and learning analytics. A 
further key objective was the production of a user guide to support understanding of and engagement with 
the dashboard facility.  
 
Outputs and implementation  
As a stepping off point, a review of current literature on learner data and learning analytics was undertaken. 
This review, set in the context of learning in partnership, was used to frame and inform the design of the 
project, with the Jisc Code of practice for learning analytics (Jisc, 2014) used to provide context in relation to 
ethical considerations. Following ethical approval, a detailed stakeholder analysis was initiated to capture 
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understanding and opinion on the potential of engaging students with their engagement and performance 
data. The modalities used in this analysis included a series of broad discussion events, followed by the 
completion of elite interviews with senior university staff and focus groups undertaken with programme 
ambassadors (students in the School of MCS), who then led further focus groups with peers. The data 
collected identified central concerns in key areas, namely in relation to surveillance, potential for learner 
problematisation of performance, polarisation of engagement, and lack of utility. However, stakeholders 
recognised the potential for supporting positive student engagement with engagement and performance data 
through the location of learner data in a comparative framework of the wider cohort. From the interview and 
focus group transcripts, it was also noted that positive utilisation and impact would more likely be realised 
through low level technological entry and high level data profiles. Using this feedback, and student reviews of 
initial prototypes, the project team worked with colleagues from Business Intelligence and the design team to 
update and develop the structure and interface of the dashboard. Following delivery of the final prototype, a 
number of key stakeholders, including current students, academic staff and staff from professional services 
engaged in a project ‘awayday’, where the dashboard was tested, reviewed and evaluated. User comments 
and suggestions were captured and used to make final adjustments. The majority of the concerns raised in 
the student focus groups were not replicated following the ‘hands-on’ trial and review of the dashboard, which 
focused on clarity of data representation and comprehension. From this event, it is clear that a user guide will 
be crucial to support the wider introduction and use of the dashboard, along with structured engagement and 
dialogue at key points on the student journey.  
 
Outcomes 
The project has delivered its primary objective, the development and production of a learning data and 
analytics dashboard for student use. The planned prototype has been extended and the project has delivered 
a final version dashboard that is ready for launch at the level of the institution. To support understanding and 
active engagement with the dashboard, it was agreed that the planned written user guide would be developed 
into an interactive multimedia resource, with student reviewers playing a central role in the design and 
development. 
 
Likely longer term impact  
Kruse and Pongsajapan (2012) argue that when learners becomes actively engaged in the interpretation of 
data, they become aware of their ‘own actions in the system’. This awareness has the potential to develop 
students’ capability to critically reflect on their own learning behaviours, engagement and performance. 
Passive student engagement with the dashboard is likely to have limited benefits. However, located within the 
framework of learning in partnership, where the active learner is centrally positioned, it can support and 
promote learner agency and reflexive learner engagement. The dashboard has the potential to become a 
platform for transformative educational change, facilitating dialogic engagement between key stakeholders 
and agentic engagement in the learner. In promoting and supporting a ‘student-centric’ rather than an 
‘intervention-centric’ approach to the use of learning analytics, students can be engaged as active agents in 
the shaping, evaluation and regulation of their learning experience. Providing students with a framework in 
which they can locate themselves within the wider context of the cohort can be regarded a positive step in 
that journey. The production of the dashboard is a start point and an appropriate institutional framework for 
engagement with the platform will be required to promote transformative change in student engagement. 
Nonetheless, it is a key development on that journey. The dashboard has the potential to act as a vehicle for 
cultural change, reconnecting staff/student relations in educational spaces in which students are located as 
active agents in the production of learning. Where learners are no longer simply viewed as the ‘passive 
producers’ of data, the dashboard can become a model of praxis, through which partnership learning 
communities can be promoted and where dialogic engagement with learning is extended beyond the 
curriculum.  
 
Summary  
The project has delivered its central objective. The student engagement and performance dashboard 
produced establishes a platform to promote inclusive and engaged student learning and learner agency, 
supporting the institutional commitment “to maximise staff and student engagement in a culture and 
environment of support and development” (UWS Education Enabling Plan 2015-20, p2). By engaging a range 
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of stakeholders from across the institution and wider sector, a key focus has been placed on the location of 
the project within a framework of learning in partnership, reflecting the commitment to partnership working, 
co-creation and co-production articulated in the University’s Corporate Strategy (2014-20), Education Enabling 
Plan (2015-20) and Student Partnership Agreement (2015-16). Post project work will engage stakeholders in 
the reflection of how best the dashboard can be embedded and operationalised across the institution and 
used to promote student engagement through extended learner agency. 
 
Contact details 
Dr Neil McPherson, School of Media, Culture & Society, University of the West of Scotland, Paisley, PA 2BE. 
neil.mcpherson@uws.ac.uk 
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