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This paper is based on a series of blog posts entitled “A Conversation around what it means to be

a Digital University” (MacNeill, Johnston, 2012), which set out the authors ideas about the nature of
higher education, eLearning, social media etc. in terms of strategic development within universities.
Through the development of a conceptual development framework, we suggest that the exploration of the
overarching term "digital university" offers the potential to act as a catalyst for fundamental change
throughout an institution from administration to teaching and learning. The aims of the paper are to
explore the concept of the Digital University and share an analytical model of strategic change. The
authors are currently working with Napier University, Edinburgh as they develop their new digital
strategy.
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Introduction

This paper provides a concise account of on-going work to develop a strategic model for the digital university
which can be adapted to meet a variety of institutional conditions and offer flexible tool for engaging staff in
identifying and formulating systematic programmes for change.

The Digital University: What is it? How do we achieve it?

The notion of a Digital University seems to be gaining traction within institutions, however we observed that it
was being used in a very narrow context, mainly relating to digital technology and infrastructure e.g.
repositories and/or VLEs. The exploration of the term Digital University offered the potential to explore central
issues for strategic development in a more holistic manner. Digital literacy, is also a term that although
increasingly being used in HE is still not commonplace; and again suffers from narrowly focussed discussions
particularly relating to computer science related skills and not as a developing set of wider ranging competences.
A notable exception is the recent JISC Developing Digital Literacies Programme.

We believe that digital literacy is an extension of information literacy - one cannot exist without the other. The
"literacy" of the digital university is the literacy of information. This in turn raises wider social issues of digital
inclusion and the role universities can play in the wider community. Figure 1 identifies our key constructs and

provides a model of their interrelationship.
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Figure 1: High Level Concepts

The logic of our model starts with the macro concept of Digital Participation which provides the wider societal
backdrop to university educational development. Information Literacy enables digital participation and in
educational institutions is supported by Learning Environments which are themselves constantly evolving.
These elements in turn have significant implications for Curriculum and Course Design. We see educational
development as the primary channel to unite the elements of our conceptualisation.

The matrix in Figure 2 develops the four categories in our model to identify the key dimensions of our concept
of the digital university. Of the four categories digital participation and information literacy receive much less
attention in organizational discourse than notions of learning environment and curriculum. Part of our intention
is to redress this by giving more attention to participation and information literacy, with a view to opening up
new and productive channels of change and maintaining a broad, but systematic perspective on strategic change.
The constructs in figures 1 and 2 therefore represent strategic tools and frameworks, which can be used to
analyse existing strategic documents and shape institutional conversations about the practical implications of
digital change.

If applied to a university seeking to modernize itself, these four dimensions can channel key activities such as:
synthesising the relevant pedagogical literature; analysing particular institutional settings; and identifying
plausible lines of action for change.

Digital Participation Information Literacy

*Glocalization *High level concepts and perceptions influencing
*Widening access practice

*Civic role and responsibilities *Staff & student engagement and development
*Community engagement *Effective development and use of infrastructure

*Networks (human and digital)
*Technological affordances

Curriculum & Course Design Learning Environment
*Constructive alignment *Physical and digital
*Curriculum representations, course management, | *Pedagogical and social
pedagogical innovation *Research and enquiry
*Recruitment and marketing *Staff and Resources

*Reporting, data, analytics

Figure 2: MacNeill/Johnston conceptual matrix (2012)

Exploratory work with the universities of Greenwich, Dundee and Edinburgh Napier has highlighted how the
use of this matrix can allow for the development of more holistic strategic frameworks, with multiple points of
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direct engagement for staff and students.

Connections and Questions

Over the last two years considerable interest has been developed through our series of blog posts about the
matrix. We have demonstrated with two different institutions (Universities of Greenwich and Dundee), how use
of the framework and matrix can provide a quick analysis of their institutional strategies which can then be used
as a stimulus for discussion around digital developments.

Our aim was to model a process using our tools and framework for exploring the notion of a Digital University,
which colleagues could adapt and develop; most obviously as part of ongoing institutional conversations aimed
at linking the high level statements in pubic strategy documents, to the matter of aligning those statements to
major aspects of institutional activity, such as participation, curriculum and learning environment We have also
sought to emphasise the importance of Information Literacy to curriculum and course design, as a necessary
enabling feature of teaching and learning in response to the growth of digital information resources for
education, employability and citizenship. Current work at Edinburgh Napier through the University’s Digital
Futures Working Group is providing a more in-depth case study of how our model can be adapted and used.

Chaining back through our model/matrix, and in the light of experience, we can now offer some practical advice
for modernization projects more generally:

1. That strategic and operational management of learning environment must be a function of course design/re-
design and not separate specialist functions within university organizations. To what extent can all stakeholders
in the ongoing re-design of all courses to an agreed plan of curriculum renovation?

2. That education for information literacy must be entailed in the learning experiences of all students (and staff)
as part of the curriculum and must be grounded in modern views of the field.

3. That participation in all its variety and possibility is a much more significant matter than simple
selection/recruitment of suitably qualified people to existing degree course offerings. The nature of a
university’s social engagement is exposed by the extent to which the full range of possible engagements and
forms of participation are taken into account. For example is a given university’s strategy for participation
mainly driven by the human capital/economic growth rationale of higher education, or are there additional/
alternative values enacted?

Conclusion: Education, digital media and information

The modern digital university is characterized as a blend of familiar undergraduate and postgraduate education,
together with community based and workplace learning strands to offer more varied opportunities to a wider
range of entrants. This positive development takes form in a more varied portfolio of courses and course
designs, which make full use of constructivist learning theory in guiding pedagogy. Lecturing is much more
interactive than in the past, and students are engaged through a variety of enquiry-based course designs. Digital
information is the key learning resource and Information Literacy is fully developed to maximise the value of
investment in technology. We see our model and matrix as pivotal in order to achieve this organizational reform
in a holistic and engaging way.
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