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1. Context

Learning and Teaching in the GEES Disciplines

The disciplines of geography, earth and environmental sciences are characterised in UK HE by diverse learning environments which necessitate active and experiential learning and teaching.

Those who teach or support learning are, in general, enthusiastic, motivated and innovative with regard to the content of their subject area and in facilitating student learning. This high degree of engagement with learning and teaching issues is reflected in the disciplines’ distinguished record in learning and teaching developments at departmental, national and international levels.

There is, nonetheless, still some level of scepticism within the academic communities regarding the need for change in learning and teaching. As with most HE disciplines, this is largely due to excessive workloads, the low status of learning and teaching (relative to research) and, in some areas, a reluctance to accept the changing HE environment and student populations.

Recruitment into the disciplines seems to be mixed: in some cases, pre-92 institutions have expanded their numbers (partly through modifying their entry requirements) leading to some new institutions and colleges struggling to fill their places. The effects of these changes have included departmental mergers, closures, course cuts and staff cuts. The subject providers will need to show considerable adaptability and innovation in course development to attract students and cater for changes in the market. Such adaptability is particularly noticeable with respect to the growth of postgraduate level courses in the disciplines. 

The GEES Subject Centre

Since it began in 2000, the GEES Subject Centre has worked hard to develop a community of practice in learning and teaching across the three disciplines. Our strategy of providing a core set of 7 ‘keystone’ activities plus a flexible range of ad hoc projects has allowed us to be both responsive and pro-active to the changing needs, priorities and agendas of the GEES disciplines and UK HE as a whole. Our work has been informed by considerable ‘intelligence gathering’ and ‘horizon scanning’ within the GEES community and across HE, thereby ensuring that we are prepared in advance to offer support as new issues arise. Particular changes in the HE environment that will impact on our work over the next four years include the 2008 RAE, CETLs and other regional initiatives, pedagogic research and a stronger focus on the student learning experience.
The Subject Centre will encourage and support the GEES disciplines, departments and individual staff to develop further their commitment to enhancing the student learning experience. Our approach will be inclusive: we will work across all these subjects, at all levels of provision (from foundation to postgraduate), with all kinds of HE providers and in all parts of the UK. We will also encourage developments which meet the needs of an increasingly diverse student population. Our programme of work will be shaped both by national HE priorities and agendas, and by the particular needs and circumstances of the GEES academic and support staff and their students.
Stakeholders

The Subject Centre’s main focus is on working directly with academic and support staff in the GEES disciplines in UK HE (and HE in FE) in order to enhance the undergraduate and postgraduate learning experience. However, the Subject Centre seeks to collaborate with all relevant parties including its host institution (University of Plymouth), international colleagues, students, professional bodies and subject associations, generic educational developers, employers and schools.

2. Operational Structure
Culture

Working within the above context, the GEES Subject Centre continues to build on the disciplines’ strong track record in order to facilitate and enhance the exchange of information within and between the disciplines, and to provide ideas, strategies and support for curriculum and professional development. Our areas of work include issues that particularly affect the disciplines as well as those that are pre-eminent in HE in general. For this reason, the GEES Subject Centre works closely with the central HE Academy, generic educational developers and other Subject Centres to share good practice across cognate disciplines and with the HE sector as a whole.

Collaboration was a central feature in the preparation of the original bid for the Subject Centre and is maintained as a continuing hallmark of the GEES Subject Centre’s approach. We will continue to exploit opportunities for the three GEES disciplines to work closely together to ensure that they learn from each others’ experience and to enlarge the areas of collaboration. However, the three disciplines also have distinctive needs and attributes. Each discipline, therefore, has its own voice and agenda within the wider framework of the GEES Subject Centre.

The culture of the GEES Subject Centre, therefore, has the following features:

	· Being pro-active & responsive to the disciplines’ needs 

· Supporting individuals & departments,  & providing a voice for the disciplines

· Sharing Practice & Promoting Collaboration within & beyond the GEES disciplines
	· Working with staff and students for professional and curriculum development

· Winning hearts and minds

· Servicing all kinds of HE institutions (including HE in FE)

· Working for all parts of the UK


Core Team

The main focus of staffing is at the University of Plymouth, where there are currently seven staff. This ensures that the core is sufficiently strong and coherent to provide the level of activity required. The GEES Subject Centre also benefits from three ‘Senior Advisors’ (each at 0.2FTE), one for each of the disciplines. These Advisors, based in their own institutions, are leading figures in their educational fields and play a key role in enabling the GEES Subject Centre to achieve its strategic aims, and in providing a clear voice for each discipline to ensure that their individual needs are identified and met.

Advisory Board

The GEES Subject Centre activities are overseen by an Advisory Board, whose role is to represent the discipline communities and to provide strategic guidance. Its membership has broadly proportional representation according to the number of departments and students in each discipline, and includes representatives from across the UK, from the student body, and from the relevant heads of department committees and professional bodies. To provide a wider perspective, the Group also includes an educational developer.

Workshop Facilitators and Consultants

Over its first 5 years of operation the GEES Subject Centre has developed an extensive network of workshop facilitators and consultants drawn from the GEES academic community. This, ever expanding network provides crucial support to the core staff and Senior Advisors in the delivery of the Subject Centre’s strategic aims. In addition, it helps to engender the concept of a GEES Subject Centre community within the disciplines rather than a separate organisation established for the disciplines.

External Evaluator
A further, key dimension to the Operational Structure is an External Evaluator whose role it is to provide independent analysis and review.

Educational Developer Contacts
The GEES Subject Centre has developed close, active relationships with a variety of ‘generic’ educational developers though its work with the Staff & Educational Development Association (SEDA) and through collaboration with Education Development and Learning Technologies (EDaLT) at the University of Plymouth.

Employers and Professional Bodies
The GEES Subject Centre benefits from contact with a number of careers professionals and relevant employers and employers’ organisations who can provide advice on the following areas as required: key skills, employer links in the curriculum, work-based learning, careers guidance, lifelong learning, CPD, needs of graduate employers, and the changing patterns of graduate employment. The Subject Centre also works closely with the relevant professional bodies and subject associations.
Networking and Collaboration

The GEES Subject Centre seeks opportunities to network and collaborate with a wide variety of relevant UK and international individuals and organisations. Such activity ensures that the Centre maintains its up-to-date awareness and knowledge of key issues and practices that relate to or impinge on higher education in UK GEES.

3. Mission Statement and Strategic Aims

Mission Statement 

The purpose of the GEES Subject Centre is to promote and support high quality learning and teaching across the disciplines of geography, earth and environmental sciences in UK higher education and so to support the achievement of the overall strategic aims of the HE Academy. 

Vision
The GEES disciplines will further develop their commitment to enhancing the learning experience for all students from Foundation to Postgraduate level. Active learning will be a still stronger component of the GEES curricula and activities such as fieldwork, lab work and problem-based learning will play significant roles in the GEES student experience. GEES students will be still more effectively prepared for the challenges of professional life through a strong commitment to employability, careers and lifelong learning. Equally important, curricula will be developed which promote global and local citizenship and provide GEES students with an informed understanding of sustainable development and other globally critical issues. In developing these curricula, the GEES disciplines will be mindful of the benefits of pluralism and diversity in curriculum design and in learning and teaching methods. The Subject Centre will work within an HE environment in which excellence and innovation in learning and teaching are encouraged and rewarded, and in which continuing professional development is an integral and important part of professional life for all GEES academic and support staff. There will be a strengthened commitment to the scholarship of learning and teaching as the basis for an enriched student learning experience.
Strategic Aims

In order to achieve its mission, the GEES Subject Centre has identified 8 Strategic Aims. These map onto the overall strategic aims of the Higher Education Academy as outlined in Appendix A:

A1
To identify, collate and disseminate information on good practice, relevant educational resources and sources of expertise.

A2
To support curriculum developments which will enrich the quality of the students’ learning experience, promote their key skills and employability, and provide the foundations of lifelong learning.

A3
To raise the awareness and support the adoption of new approaches to learning and teaching and to be responsive to increasing student diversity.

A4
To provide opportunities for professional development of teaching and support staff, underpinned by a commitment to the scholarship of teaching and learning, including pedagogic research.

A5
To foster a positive approach to the three disciplines working constructively together, whilst recognising and catering for their distinctive attributes and requirements.

A6
To be proactive in linking with national and international subject-based and generic agencies and networks so as to maximise the opportunities for the sharing of knowledge on learning and teaching innovations.

A7
To continue to develop as a major national and international hub for the exchange of ideas on learning and teaching policy and practice within and across the three disciplines.

A8
To ensure the efficient and accountable development and evaluation of the GEES Subject Centre‘s work as the basis for the achievement of its mission.

4. Priority Themes

Geography, earth and environmental sciences are affected by all the issues relating to the changing face of higher education in the UK, including widening participation, diminished per capita resources, changing student expectations, the impact of new technologies, the RAE, and the QAA (including the impact of the qualifications framework, Codes of Practice, Benchmarking, subject review, Quality Enhancement in Scotland etc). The GEES Subject Centre will provide discipline-specific support and advice in all these areas, as they relate to learning and teaching, in response to the needs of the communities. However, in order to provide foci on which to build the activities of the GEES Subject Centre, five long-term (next four years) priority issues for learning and teaching in geography, earth and environmental sciences have been highlighted. These issues have been identified through the community-wide needs analysis, through discussion with a range of relevant stakeholders, and through reference to the national areas of priority for HE as whole. 

Employability 

The world of work is continually changing and, with the demise of the ‘job for life’, career development has become an issue of lifelong learning. There are few jobs entitled specifically ‘geographer’, ‘earth scientist’ or ‘environmental scientist’; however, the skills and attributes developed by such graduates are widely recognised and valued both within the traditional career paths and in areas apparently unrelated to the content of the disciplines.

Due to the nature of the disciplines, key skills development (including team work, C&IT, communication, critical thinking, reflective learning and so on) are a natural part of the diverse learning environments. However, there is an increasing need to make key skills more explicit to ensure that students have a full understanding of, and can articulate, the skills they have developed.

Employability in its holistic sense has been, therefore, a crucial area for development in geography, earth and environmental sciences. Over the last few years the GEES Subject Centre has provided support in areas such as the integration of career development into the curriculum, enhancement of key skills provision, work-based learning and issues related to the introduction of Personal Development Plans (PDPs) and student profiling. This support will be continued over the next four years but with an additional focus on new / emerging agendas in employability including entrepreneurship and corporate / social responsibility. The development and enhancement of the curriculum with respect to career development and employability also has the potential to impact on student recruitment, transition to HE and retention rates.

Education for Sustainable Development (ESD)
The GEES Subject Centre has played a leading role in the Academy’s work on ESD and also provided representation for the Academy on the HEFCE panel which prepared the Funding Council’s strategy in sustainable development in higher education. The Subject Centre is committed to promoting sustainability and sustainable development and will seek to do so both through its activities and services and within its own internal practices. This strategy will be supported and enhanced through close collaboration with the ESD CETL based at the University of Plymouth.
Students Entering HE (Widening Participation, Fair Access & Retention)

Despite the widening participation agenda, decreasing student applications and recruitment is a major issue for many departments. Whilst recruitment per se is beyond the remit of the GEES Subject Centre, its specific impact on learning and teaching within the disciplines is an area in which it will provide advice and guidance. We will, therefore, provide support in matters linked to student learning during their early transition to HE, and student retention via learning and teaching strategies. In addition, we will provide support in all areas relating to student diversity, including the implications of the Special Education Needs and Disability Act in order to support the provision of equal teaching, learning and assessment opportunities for all.

Scholarship of Teaching & Learning 

The professionalism of teaching in higher education is of increasing importance on the HE agenda. The GEES Subject Centre is committed to promoting a scholarly approach to learning and teaching and, thereby, supporting its professionalism. This will be achieved through leading by example (building on prior pedagogic knowledge, experience and research as the foundation to all our activities), through the provision of support for continuing professional development (CPD), and through the promotion of discipline-based pedagogic research.
Discipline-Specific Issues 

Much of the GEES Subject Centre’s work has been focused on essentially generic issues and has involved ‘translating’ and supporting them in the context of the three disciplines. However, there are some areas of work which are highly discipline-specific. These include the teaching of particular (often difficult) concepts in the disciplines, the use of appropriate tools and methodologies (e.g. GIS) and fieldwork. The Subject Centre will continue to provide appropriate activities and service to the GEES disciplines in support of both generic and discipline-specific issues.

5. Distribution of Activities

The GEES Subject Centre aims to develop the learning and teaching community of practice in the disciplines through processes of both participation and reification (Wenger, 1998). There are three main areas of activity within the GEES Subject Centre Strategic and Operational Plans which allow for the development of these processes:

1: Keystone Activities

A variety of activities were identified at the Subject Centre bidding stage and, as indicated through our evaluations and needs analyses over the last three years, these have proved to be appropriate and effective. These ‘keystone’ activities are (in the order they appear in the tabulated plans):

· Resource Database 

· National Conferences 

· Workshop for New and Recently Appointed Lecturers 

· Departmental Activity (workshops & outreach)

· Small-scale Research and Development Projects 

· Publications, including ‘Planet’

· Outreach, including Discipline-based Senior Advisors

A more detailed rationale for each of these activities is given in the tabulated Strategic Plan. 

2: Supplementary Activities

In order to further support the achievement of our Strategic Aims and delivery on priority themes, supplementary activities such as ad hoc publications and externally funded projects are also undertaken. These might include briefings, projects funded by HEFCE or DfES, and collaborative projects with other Subject Centres.

3: Support Activities

Many support activities are undertaken to ensure the effective and efficient running of the GEES Subject Centre. These include the enquiry service, web-site, departmental contacts, links with external projects, links with professional bodies, evaluation, publicity, team meetings, staff development and administration.
Budget Distribution

In order to provide our activities and services, the annual budget is distributed approximately as follows:

Staff (Plymouth team and Senior Advisors):
~55%

Activities & Services (see below):
~32%

Travel (internal & external events):
~5% 

Equipment and consumables:
~5%

External evaluator & consultants:
~2%

Contingency:
~1%

This distribution is roughly commensurate with that set out at the bidding stage. Experience over the last five years suggests that this distribution remains appropriate for the efficient and effective delivery of our activities and services.

Appendix 1

Mapping the GEES Subject Centre’s Aims to those of the 

Higher Education Academy

	GEES Subject Centre Aims
	Higher Education Academy Strategic Aims

	A1
To identify, collate and disseminate information on good practice, relevant educational resources and sources of expertise.

A2
To support curriculum developments which will enrich the quality of the students’ learning experience, promote their key skills and employability, and provide the foundations of lifelong learning.

A3
To raise the awareness and adoption of new approaches to learning and teaching and to be responsive to increasing student diversity.


	S4 
To promote good practice in all aspects of support for the student learning experience



	A4
To provide opportunities for professional development of teaching and support staff, underpinned by a commitment to the scholarship of teaching and learning, including pedagogic research.

	S3 
To lead, support and inform the professional development and recognition of staff in higher education
S5
To lead the development of research and evaluation to improve the quality of the student learning experience

	A5
To foster a positive approach to the three disciplines working constructively together, whilst recognising and catering for their distinctive attributes and requirements.

A6
To be proactive in linking with national and international subject-based and generic agencies and networks so as to maximise the opportunities for the sharing of knowledge on learning and teaching innovations.


	S2 
To support institutions in their strategies for improving the student learning experience

	A7
To develop into a major national and international hub for the exchange of ideas on learning and teaching policy and practice  within and across the three disciplines.
	S1
To be an authoritative and independent voice on policies that influence student learning experiences


	A8
To ensure the efficient and accountable development and evaluation of the GEES Subject Centre’s work as the basis for the achievement of its mission.
	S6
To be a responsive, efficient and accountable organisation
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