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Creatively employing funding to support innovation

Luke Millarda* and Janet Hargreavesb

aCentre for Enhancement of Learning and Teaching, Birmingham City University,
Birmingham, UK; bLearning and Teaching, University of Huddersfield, Huddersfield, UK

Innovations within higher education are often prompted through the capture of
supportive funding. One of the largest examples of this arose from the Centres
for Excellence in Teaching and Learning (CETLs) initiative in England (2005–
2010). Drawing on the experience of two such Centres, this paper analyses
some of the consequences of that funding. It will explore and evidence the fact
that whilst funding may incentivise innovation, there is not a simple cause and
effect relationship. It will suggest that by offering flexibility in funding
approaches, innovation can be encouraged and it will propose that through the
direct engagement of students, a powerful and cost-effective force can be
empowered to drive curriculum change.

Keywords: collaboration; innovation; funding; students as partners; CETL; risk;
flexibility

Introduction

One of the challenges of innovation, and the short-term funding that often accompa-
nies it, is to identify a means by which innovations in learning and teaching can be
mainstreamed and embedded within the normal operation of the organisation. This
paper seeks to share some of the insights gained from a £315 million initiative from
the Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE) that sought to create
Centres for Excellence in Teaching and Learning (CETLs) across 54 universities in
England (HEFCE, 2005). It will draw on case studies from some of the universities
that have achieved sustainability and show how collaboration, risk taking, evolution
and flexibility have led to mainstream adoption.

Higher education is valued as a significant factor in the economic and intellec-
tual standing of nations. However, English Universities are now facing the greatest
financial challenges within memory, at the same time as HEFCE’s largest ever
learning and teaching initiative, CETL, has come to a close. The question many
institutions will be asking is how they can now afford to invest in innovation in
learning and teaching when they are seeking to cut back expenditure elsewhere.

Some may offer the counter argument that it is at this very time of austerity that
the most innovation can and should take place. Universities now need to find new
ways to manage and deliver programmes and those that will survive and flourish
will be those that can evolve and embrace this change.

The experience of the CETL initiative offers a useful insight into the ways in
which innovation can be supported in a more affluent time. However, the lessons of
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this period reveal that often the funding was not the key driver for innovation;
rather, it provided the validation or excuse that enabled innovation to take place.
This paper will highlight those lessons and offer some insights into alternative ways
in which innovation can be supported in financially stringent times.

Context

A shared vision for all of the CETLs was that they would lead to improvements in
the student experience and that these outcomes would be disseminated for the bene-
fit of the higher education community as a whole. HEFCE stated that their aims
included rewarding excellence and investing for the benefit of all – students, aca-
demics and HEIs. The Universities and projects that gained funding covered all
aspects of higher education including learning materials, ideas generation and capi-
tal building projects. Particular features of the centres included collaboration across
institutions and disciplines through innovation and creativity.

The authors held leadership roles in two of these CETLs which ran from 2005
to 2010. Both CETLs were collaborative with employers and shared a vision for
transforming the way the higher education sector engaged with the health and social
care sector.

Assessment and Learning in Practice Settings (ALPS) was a CETL that involved
five universities, a Strategic Health Authority, 16 health and social care professions,
dozens of placements providers and the users of their services, forming a large and
complex partnership. The CETL was set up in 2005, following the award of a £4.8
million grant from HEFCE (£2.5 million of revenue funding and £2.3 million of
capital funding).

ALPS’ mission was to ensure that students graduating from courses in Health
and Social Care were fully equipped to perform confidently and competently at the
start of their professional careers (ALPS, 2010). The work that supported this aim
included the development of assessment tools, common competency maps, innova-
tions in mobile learning, the engagement of people using health and social care ser-
vices and the promotion of inter-professional learning and working. Much of the
funding rewarded staff for their involvement though dedicated secondment opportu-
nities, fellowship roles and staff development. The capital funding was used to
improve learning spaces, the purchase of hi-tech simulation equipment and mobile
technology with its related infrastructure and airtime.

The CETL at Birmingham City University (BCU) has evolved over its lifespan
to move from a faculty-based operation to one that has a core function at the heart
of the university through its engagement with students. In 2005, the Faculty of
Health secured a £4.2 million grant for the Centre for Stakeholder Learning Partner-
ships which specifically sought to promote opportunities for learning partnerships
that would create new learning opportunities at the interface between the university
and the National Health Service (NHS). Successful and continuing collaborations
with organisations such as Birmingham Children’s’ Hospital NHS Foundation Trust
were developed. However, in 2008, the CETL was moved into the University’s cen-
tral learning and teaching development team. The remit for the CETL (BCU, 2010)
was broadened to encompass all subject areas with a new remit on improving pro-
spective and present student engagement with the university. The new Centre for
Learning Partnerships works with students at the University and those aspiring to
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progress to University as it seeks to develop its distinctive student engagement
offer.

What we have learned

The CETLs were a large-scale and relatively long-term programme that offered a
complex and exciting opportunity for exploring new ways of working. Each CETL
was required to conduct detailed evaluations of their progress, against their own
aims and objectives and against evaluative guidance from HEFCE rules for financial
management. In addition, ALPS had particular interest in the impact of collabora-
tion, so it developed an evaluation project to investigate this area. Following ethical
approval, data were gathered from reflective statements provided by key partners,
semi-structured interviews, documentary analysis of evaluation reports and focus
groups (Hargreaves, Nkosana-Nyawata, Joynes, Millard, & Freeman, 2010). In
order to bring an external focus, colleagues from the BCU CETL were invited to
join the research team; they conducted the focus groups and became pivotal to a
number of critical conversations about the nature of the data, and our collective
experience of collaboration. As a result, this critical appraisal, incorporated with
evidence from the evaluation data to HEFCE, led to the two CETLs discovering
that they had arrived at similar conclusions around two major learning points. Some
of these conclusions were surprising and led them also to reflect on issues around
change and sustainability.

The two key learning points were firstly, that some of the most productive out-
comes did not correlate with the areas of most significant funding and, associated
with this, that recognition of ideas appeared of more importance to staff than the
finance associated with the projects. Secondly, that standard staffing resourcing
models are not always the most effective way to develop and implement change
and that by engaging students as paid partners, it is possible to get enhanced returns
through the generation of better and more relevant ideas.

Recognition vs. funding

The CETL at BCU staged two rounds of project funding in its first three years. The
first round took place in the Faculty of Health and offered support for collaborative
health and social care projects. The second round was a university wide call that
sought collaborative projects that would enhance the student experience at the
University.

Table 1 shows the funding allocation for the first project phase of £99,300 and
funding for the second phase that totalled £65,000. In each instance, the allotted
funding was not spent by those receiving the awards. The figures reveal an average
under-spend of 23 and 27%, respectively. This suggests that for every £4 invested
by the CETL, £1 was not utilised. This resulted in the remainder of funds being
allocated to new projects.

The under-utilisation of funding by a project was not an indicator of project
success. Only one project in each iteration of project funding failed to deliver
outcomes and in both cases, this was due to that member of staff leaving the
University or moving to another position which would not enable the project to be
fulfilled.
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This was a valuable lesson for all concerned as it demonstrated to the CETL
that such under-spend was not just likely, but was an inevitability and that processes
to monitor and reallocate funds were vital to ensure effective use of funding. The
staff, in receipt of funding, also learnt from the experience as for many of them, it
was the first time they had bid for and been awarded funding. Many revealed that
they had not really anticipated the difficulty of managing and delivering an addi-
tional project alongside their more routine activities and that they often found it eas-
ier to do the work themselves rather than spend a great deal of time trying to find
someone to hire to do the work for them or replace their teaching commitments.

The impact of staff remuneration at ALPS also varied. Funding was allocated
on a pro rata basis to each of the five universities, relative to the number of stu-
dents who could benefit from the programme. Within the parameters of meeting the
CETL’s aims, each institution had a degree of autonomy in the way they managed
their budget. Some offered significant secondment opportunities with backfill for
the person’s full-time post; others offered a change of title in name only, with little
reward in terms of time and a small annual stipend. Other funding was made avail-
able for staff development, including fees for a number of related part-time Ph.Ds.
All posts had their successes but again, this success did not seem to be reliant on
dedicated time for development. Analysis of budget management showed that where
funding was allocated for specific purposes, it did not always get spent, despite the
fact that the work was successfully completed. Evaluation of the projects showed
that the people involved would not have embarked on the line of work without it,
but the actual money was not instrumental to achieving the desired outcomes.

As at Birmingham City, ALPS partners reallocated funding when a surplus was
identified. Varnava (2002, p. 77) identifies that financial skills are not the most
attractive part of educational development manager, but at these CETLs, they were
key. In ALPS, it led to a successful cascade of additional project strands. For exam-
ple, for one of the ALPS partners, the University of Huddersfield, the strategy was
to use a significant amount of the financial allocation to fund time for staff to be
seconded out of the regular academic duties. One secondment, where support in the
form of time became difficult, led to the funding being used as a budget by the
secondee to support the development of inter-professional learning. This resulted in
a jointly funded spin off project involving a partnership between the university, the
secondee, a number of families with severely disabled children and a film company
(Balen, 2009, p. 44). The DVD, ‘sharing real lives’ that was produced illustrated
that by flexibility in the way the money was used, giving a budget rather than back-
fill, a better outcome was achieved.

Both CETLs also experienced variability in the level of staff engagement with
funded initiatives. The need for staff to buy into concepts and see the possibilities
of innovations, especially those involving technology, varied greatly. For example, a
significant work stream for ALPS involved the purchase of mobile technology with
a fixed one off capital spend of £1.25m. This included mobile devices, air time,
shared IT infrastructure, support from commercial partners to develop learning tools
and a help desk. The benefits from this were equally available to all partners but
were adopted much more within some professions and in some institutions, than
with others. Funding was not a key factor with regard to adopting the new technol-
ogy. It became evident that ingenuity, flexibility and determination of participants
all played a more significant part in change management and the acceptability of
the mobile devices within various practice settings, than funding. The experience at
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BCU validated the view of the ALPS CETL as similar capital intensive funding
around the purchase of simulation equipment for health care education at the uni-
versity-revealed innovators and early adopters (Moore, 1991, p. 11) who were quick
to see the possibilities and embed change within their curriculum. However, there
remained a section of the staffing population who did not feel invigorated by the
process and appeared reluctant to fully engage.

Students as partners

One of the key learning points for both CETLs was that the most obvious partner
for collaboration was not necessarily the best one to choose. Work with other uni-
versities, employers and staff was high on the agenda for both CETLs, but some of
the most compelling and rewarding work came from that with students.

The fact that staff sought the affirmation of having been awarded a project,
rather more than funding, was quite a revelation for CETL managers at BCU. It
also provided an opportunity as it released additional funding that could be utilised
elsewhere. This led to some funding being reallocated to a student engagement ini-
tiative called the Student Academic Partners (SAP) scheme. The SAP scheme
employs students to work alongside staff in the co-creation of the curriculum. The
collaborative programme is offered through the University and Birmingham City
students’ Union and encourages staff and students to identify a project that will
improve the learning experience. The project idea can be identified by students or
staff, but they have to work in partnership to deliver the outcome. The students
work on developing the solution under the supervision of the member of staff,
although it has quickly become apparent that those that are student led tend to offer
the greatest impact. This innovative scheme won the Times Higher Education award
in 2010 for outstanding support for students (BCU SAP, 2010).

However, a question could be asked as to whether students were any better at
claiming their money than staff. In 2009/2010, the first iteration of the scheme saw
30 projects being supported with a total funding award of £45,000. By the close of
the projects, £6184 was unspent meaning that 13.7% of funding could be reallo-
cated to other project areas. It would, therefore, appear that students are slightly bet-
ter at spending their award funding than academic staff, but there still remains a
significant under-spend. It is interesting to note that one student refused to claim his
funding after numerous requests for him to claim it. His response was that he had
not achieved the desired outcome and, therefore, did not feel he should claim. This
would appear to offer some connectivity within this student’s mind of the SAP paid
work with his other assessment-led activities in his programme of study and is
something the SAP team will need to investigate further.

The second iteration of the SAP scheme had over 70 projects in operation and
employeds over 160 students, supported by over 90 members of faculty. This cre-
ated a significant cohort of change agents across the whole provision of the Univer-
sity. The ability of this group to work collaboratively rather than as individuals is
now a significant focus for the SAP project team.

The ALPS CETL from its outset believed that students should be active part-
ners. At every stage in the development of learning and assessment tools, and in
the development of a mobile learning strategy, it sought to engage students in
design and evaluation. There were a number of research strands where students
were invited to volunteer to be participants (Dearnley, Walker, & Fairhall, 2010,
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pp. 352–366). The ALPS wanted to fully embed its innovations into the curriculum
but unless this could be done for all students, there were issues of equity. Asking
students to engage in use of the technology required significant extra effort, but
where this was part of a research strand motivation in the form of payment was dis-
couraged as this was seen as influencing the students. Thus, when a funding stream
to explore the use of an e-portfolio was agreed, the decision was made to run this
as a development project, rather than research and thus, to advertise engagement as
a ‘job’ with a minimum number of guaranteed paid hours (Howes, Dew, Harkin, &
Treasure-Jones, 2011).

As with Birmingham City, this proved to be a very successful strategy, with
good student engagement and the forging of positive partnerships between staff and
students. Adverts were sent to all students for a ‘job’ which involved the review of
how ePortfolios were used in health and social care and the identification of the
functionalities and features that they would want in their ideal ePortfolio. In doing
so, they fully engaged with the project as partners which it may be argued is a
more equal, collaborative relationship than that of research subject. Interestingly, a
further observation of this work, and a similar outcome to that in Birmingham, was
that a number of students have failed to submit any claim forms for the hours they
worked. Many of the students involved in the ePortfolio project commented that the
money was not the main motivation for them. They made it clear that they had
joined the project because they felt it would also contribute to their continuing pro-
fessional development, understanding of the technology and reflective practice.

if I hadn’t seen any benefit to myself I wouldn’t have joined. (Howes et al., 2011,
p. 27)

Implications for the institutions

Through critical discussion and review of the collective experience, it became clear
that there were more subtle influences involved than the simple cause and effect of
funding. Successes were related to a number of factors. Good leadership, at strate-
gic and operational levels, meant that funding was well used and reallocated when
possible and that the people involved were rewarded through recognition and pres-
tige. Shared desires for success that transcended professions and institutions over-
came barriers that money alone could not. For example, in ALPS service, user and
carer involvement tapped into networks that were already in existence and led to
sustainable and vibrant collaborations.

This lesson is echoed through the work of the Birmingham City CETL as the
project costing’s table clearly demonstrates that whilst staff will request funding,
they often find great difficulty in spending it. The evidence would suggest that peo-
ple who apply for funding are motivated individuals, who are only too happy to
take on extra work that will provide benefits for their students and their own work-
ing lives through some aspect of greater fulfilment. These conclusions support the
findings of Turner, Young, Menon and Stone (2008, pp. 441–448), who researched
the ‘reward and recognition’ aspects of the HELP CETL. Participants are motivated
by a genuine wish to develop their role and scholarly abilities as well as gain self
esteem and confidence. They too found that buy out of staff time often could not
be arranged effectively, but that the under-spend of budget did not mean the project
outcomes were not achieved. Both CETLs found that funding was often requested
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to pay for visiting teachers to take away some of the project team’s work so that
they can concentrate on the project. In many cases, this visiting teacher could not
be found, but this did not prevent the project being completed. This results in the
workload for the staff member increasing and the project funding being unspent.

This case study leads to a conclusion that the money itself does not lead to suc-
cess. Rather, the symbolic prestige that it bestows on the fund holder validates the
quality of the work, gives permission to undertake the work and rewards engage-
ment. The funding acts as a badge for the people and institutions, showing they
have the capability to deliver and that their contribution is valued.

The CETLs also revealed that there are alternative ways to encourage innovation
that may not be so costly. A motivated student can be an excellent advocate for an
innovation and provide a member of staff with a resource which will ensure work
is completed whilst also offering a fresh perspective. As a consequence, BCU now
has 70 student-led projects running across the University for the equivalent of the
CETL phase two funding which only supported 13 staff-funded projects. The gener-
ation of such a wide-spread number of student-led projects, through the SAP
scheme, creates a cohort of change agents amongst students and academic staff.
The renowned educationalist Professor John Cowan talks of innovators possessing
the ability to be contagious. This model has been adopted by BCU (Bartholomew,
Brand, & Millard, 2009, p. 84) and the innovation contagion has now infected
directly over 200 students and 100 members of faculty. Indirect infection rates are
under investigation as this SAP cohort continues to mix with students and staff
from across the University.

At the University of Huddersfield project money is also specifically being used
to employ students as collaborators in the development of a range of learning and
teaching initiatives around competence in practice and disability as a direct result of
the success of this strategy in the earlier work. In both cases, the initiative that was
created to encourage innovation and change has also demonstrated that it can
develop and enhance employability in students.

Butcher, Bezzina and Moran (2011, pp. 29–40) researching a partnership
between higher education and the secondary school sector in Australia, identified
five factors for success including shared purpose, collaboration and trust as well as
sufficient resources and an openness to learning and change. It would seem that the
engagement of students as collaborative partners, rather than as the subject of
research, had the potential to achieve these elements.

The engagement of students through paid work was a risk, but one that the fund-
ing allowed. The fact that effective leadership and financial management enabled
both CETLs to have detailed knowledge of their funding status and enabled
resources to be reallocated put them in the position to take this risk. In today’s uncer-
tain times, there is a natural inclination to move slowly and safely forward. However,
the authors would argue that external financial pressures should not inhibit calculated
risk. When an organisation has funding, it should be brave enough to back its own
judgement and take the risks that enable it to make significant strides forward.

Conclusions

The higher education sector in England faces unprecedented change, in which the
nature and amounts of funding will be altered. In this climate, the lessons learned
from the CETL experience could be crucial for continued success.
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Understanding the most effective ways to motivate and support change is impor-
tant. Organisational culture and strong leadership will do more to incentivise change
than funding alone. Whilst money, particularly as it gives permission to spend time
on a particular project, will always be important, the potency of the funding may
lie in its symbolic, rather than actual value to the fund holder. Through being
named as a person worthy of funding, and thus having a privileged position of
leadership and authority, peoples’ perceptions of the value of the endeavour are
changed.

Secondly, change can be encouraged through calculated risk taking. Innovators
must not feel stifled through a safety first approach that ‘counts the beans’ of lim-
ited funding. To support innovators, funders should be innovative in their funding
approaches and look at alternate models that could include funding students rather
than staff. There is a need for fund holders and project leads to be flexible and
adaptive to situations and opportunities as they arise, rather than being tied to the
goals and ambitions set out in the original proposals. This seems to me to be partic-
ularly important given the fast pace of change in technology-enhanced learning and
the desirability of supporting the interests and enthusiasm of the faculty and stu-
dents who engage with the projects.

Whatever approach is taken, it may be wise to adopt bold approaches, rather
than safety first ones. In such financially stricken times, the only way to attract fur-
ther funding is through demonstrating excellence rather than the ordinary. Being
cash poor does not mean that we cannot be innovation rich.

Notes on contributors
Luke Millard’s work includes development of the academic learning community, student
academic engagement and opportunities for student employment. His role has developed out
of the partnership development focus he had as project manager of the University’s Centre
for Excellence in Teaching and Learning, the Centre for Learning Partnerships.

Janet Hargreaves, having trained as a nursery nurse and registered general nurse, moved into
a career in Higher Education initially teaching across pre- and post-registration nursing
programmes. Currently, she is an associate dean for Learning and Teaching in the School of
Human and Health Sciences at the University of Huddersfield. This involves teaching
around ethics, research and reflective practice, doctoral supervision and strategic leadership
across a wide range of disciplines.
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