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SMT sponsor: Ruth Taylor 
 

UNIVERSITY OF ABERDEEN 
 

UNIVERSITY EDUCATION COMMITTEE 
 

BLOCK TEACHING ACTION PLAN 
 

 
1. PURPOSE OF THE PAPER 
 

 
The purpose of this paper is to present an action plan that aims to enable Schools to make 
changes to their curriculum to remove the use of short block teaching (3 weeks or less) 
wherever possible.  
 

 
2. PREVIOUS CONSIDERATION BY /FURTHER APPROVAL REQUIRED  

 
 Board/Committee Date 
Previously 
considered/approved by 

N/A  

Further consideration/ 
approval required by 

UEC (for information) 16 January 2023 

 
3. RECOMMENDED ACTION 
 

 
The UEC is invited to note the paper, the action plan, and the guidance to support Schools to 
make changes to the model of delivery. 
 

 
4. DISCUSSION 
 

4.1 The purpose of the paper is to provide information on: the current status of block taught 
teaching, the challenges associated with short block taught courses (3 weeks or less), 
and an action plan, with guidance, to enable Schools to make changes from short 
blocks to linear teaching (defined as teaching that takes place across a full term). 

 
Block taught teaching at the University of Aberdeen 
 
4.2 Block taught teaching (defined as courses that are delivered over a short intense period 

of between 2-6 weeks) is offered in eight Schools (see appendix 2 for an overview of 
the PGT programmes which are fully or partially block taught).   Most block taught 
courses are postgraduate taught however there are a small number of six-week block 
taught undergraduate courses offered by SBS and MMSN in Honours programmes. 
 

4.3 The delivery of short (3 weeks or less) block taught courses is only used in 
postgraduate taught courses and takes place predominantly in the Business School 
(51 courses), and in NCS (38 courses) and also in Qatar (62 courses).  It is important 
to note that students from other Schools may access block taught courses from these 
Schools meaning that these programmes, whilst otherwise linear, require an early late 
registration deadline to accommodate the block taught component (i.e., students would 
need to commence teaching early in the first week of term). 

 
4.4 There is no University policy or regulation that determines that delivery of teaching 

should be through block teaching. There is therefore nothing to prevent any School 
from making changes to the delivery patterns of their courses at any time and in line 
with timelines for curriculum management processes (see appendix 1). The paper and 
action plan provides guidance to support Schools in making changes to the model of 
delivery. 

 



 

Page 2 of 7 

Challenges associated with short block taught courses 
 
4.5 We have seen an increase in the number of students arriving late for the start of term, 

particularly international students. The reasons for late arrivals vary and include: the 
global situation with respect to Covid-19; travel and visa challenges; and challenges 
with the University’s admissions processes related to resource for the management of 
applications. These factors are outside the control of students and can have substantial 
impact on student engagement early in course of their studies. The Recruitment and 
Admissions team has done extensive work to manage the external and internal issues 
and have adjusted timelines which aim to enable students to arrive on time. 
 

4.6 However, there will always be students who, for whatever reason, are unable to arrive 
for the start of term, but who should be enabled to commence their learning with us. 
For the September 2022 and January 2023 intakes, Schools have put in place flexible 
dates (in line with UKVI requirements) by which students can arrive and have provided, 
or will provide, support for them to catch up on missed learning. 

 
4.7 The most challenging area to manage appropriately is short block teaching. The 

challenges relate to the late arrival of students, and also to any absence that a student 
may have during that short period of teaching. For late arrivals, it is sometimes possible 
to move the block taught course to the end of the programme. However, this extends 
the academic year for those students.  Alternatively, where the learning is a pre-
requisite for future courses it is not possible to move the teaching meaning students 
will need to defer to a subsequent intake. All these scenarios are detrimental to the 
student experience. 

 
4.8 Whilst colleagues have argued that there are pedagogical reasons for delivery of 

teaching in short blocks, the negative impact on the overall student experience 
alongside the ability to identify alternative approaches to delivery and to therefore 
deliver teaching appropriately, suggests that it is better to move away from short block 
teaching. 

 
4.9 Short block teaching can also pose challenges for students who are unwell during a 

short block or where there is industrial action, as the intensive nature of delivery (often 
impacting on one or two weeks of a three-week block), if missed, means that a student 
is not able to achieve the learning outcomes of the course.  Additionally, for fully online 
students, block delivery is not ideal as its intensive nature does not align well with the 
part-time nature of this cohort who are often juggling busy professional lives alongside 
their study. 

 
4.10 All postgraduate taught delivery in Qatar is block taught to support engagement in 

country by flying faculty.  This issue predominantly impacts the Business School 
although other PGT delivery (e.g., by the Law School) is also block taught.  Moving 
away from block delivery would require consideration of either: how flying faculty might 
contribute in linear delivery although it is noted that there is ongoing discussion around 
AFG colleagues contributing to PGT delivery in the future which might help alleviate 
this issue; or whether Schools can deliver block taught teaching in one context (e.g., 
AFG) and linear in another (i.e., Aberdeen) and still be confident that the students are 
receiving an equivalent learning experience. Similarly, once SCNU Joint Institute 
delivery is able to move to in-person rather than online, it is intended that course 
delivery (UG) be block rather than linear delivered so consideration will also be required 
in this context too.  

 
4.11 Additionally, the Business School has highlighted that their block taught courses make 

use of bought-in teaching (e.g., industry experts).  The intensive model of delivery 
(within the 3 week block the first week is preparation, the second week is intensive 
delivery and third week is assessment) with staff input focused on the second week 
makes it easier for these individuals to contribute.  A move to linear delivery will require 
reflection on how these courses might be taught.   
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Guidance and action plan 

 
4.12 As noted already, Schools can make the change to delivery using the process in 

appendix 1. It is recommended that, where Schools wish to make the change from 
short block teaching to linear delivery for academic year 2023/24, Schools engage with 
the process as quickly as possible. A streamlined course amendment form will be 
provided to Schools before the winter break to simplify the process. 
 

4.13 It is recommended that any short block teaching (2-3 week) is replaced with a linear 
teaching model and this paper acts as guidance to facilitate those changes where 
Schools decide to do this. Partnership working with TNE partners will be essential as 
part of the process and where a move away from block delivery cannot be 
accommodated due to the input of flying faculty, the relevant Schools should agree an 
approach that ensures an equivalent experience. Consideration will also need to be 
given to assessment both in terms of equivalence of experience and where 
assessments in Aberdeen do not align with those in the TNE partner provision of 
separate assessments.  Where it is decided to continue block delivery at a TNE partner 
but switch to linear delivery in Aberdeen the proposed approach should be passed to 
the Quality Assurance Committee for consideration. 

 
4.14 In order to ensure that any changes from block to linear delivery can properly be 

accommodated for academic year 2023/24, changes that Schools wish to make will 
need to be submitted ideally by 13 February 2023 (though changes can be 
accommodated up to end of March 2023).  This timing is necessary to ensure that the 
curriculum build which underpins MyCurriculum can reflect the new structure and the 
timetable can be built to accommodate linear delivery.  Unlike during Covid, it is 
intended to revert to the development of the full timetable for academic year 2023/24 
between March and June 2023 to avoid the last-minute pressures seen in recent years 
and delays in the second half-session / summer timetable development until autumn 
2023 which impacts course registration.  While some very limited late changes might 
be able to be accommodated, it will not be possible to accommodate significant 
changes later than this due to the integrated nature of the curriculum / timetabling 
process and space constraints, as such where changes from block to linear 
development cannot be made in this timeline, they should be implemented from 
September 2024.   

 
4.15 Appendix 3 provides an action plan which aims to support Schools to make these 

changes.  
 

4.16 School members of UEC are asked to disseminate the paper for implementation where 
this is appropriate. The School Education Committees will provide the focus for the 
implementation of the action plan. 

 
4.17 Going forward, Programme Management Committee and Curriculum Management 

System guidance will be adjusted to explicitly reference short block course approaches 
such that discussion can take place should any proposal identify short block teaching 
as the preferred mode of delivery. 

 
 
5. FURTHER INFORMATION 
 

Further information is available from  Ruth Taylor, Vice-Principal Education 
(ruth.taylor@abdn.ac.uk) or Gillian Mackintosh, Director of Academic Services and Online 
Education (g.mackintosh@abdn.ac.uk)  

 
20 December 2022 
 
Freedom of Information/Confidentiality Status: Open 

  

mailto:ruth.taylor@abdn.ac.uk
mailto:g.mackintosh@abdn.ac.uk
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Appendix 1: Process for moving from Block to Linear Teaching 

 
This document details the process to be followed where you wish to move a course from block taught 
to linear delivery. 

 

If any of the following apply, you should complete a shortened course amendment form0F

1  
• You are changing the course title (QAC approval not needed but a new course code will be required) 
• You are changing the format of assessment  
• The contact hours are changing by more than 30% (increased or decreased)  
• The course start date is changing (QAC approval not needed but a new course code may be 

required) 

If you are changing anything else, over and above these changes, a normal course change form should 
be completed for QAC approval. 

To ensure that any necessary approvals can be completed and can be incorporated in the timetable, 
any changes should ideally be submitted by 13 February 2023. Late changes can be accommodated, 
if necessary, up to the end of March 2023. 

Completed forms should be submitted via the School’s Curriculum Administrator email account (see 
below) and copied to roombookings@abdn.ac.uk  

 

If none of the above apply  
• No form is required. 
• You should liaise directly with the Central Timetabling Team to discuss the changed format of your 

delivery of the course prior to the annual timetabling exercise (prior to end of March 2023).   

 
School Curriculum Administrator E-mail 

School of Biological Sciences sbscurriculum@abdn.ac.uk 
Business School buscurriculum@abdn.ac.uk 
School of Divinity, History, Philosophy and Art History dhpcurriculum@abdn.ac.uk 
School of Education edcurriculum@abdn.ac.uk 
School of Engineering engcurriculum@abdn.ac.uk 
School of Geosciences geocurriculum@abdn.ac.uk 
School of Law lawcurriculum@abdn.ac.uk 
School of Language, Literature, Music and Visual Culture llmvccurriculum@abdn.ac.uk 
School of Medicine, Medical Sciences and Nutrition mmsncurriculum@abdn.ac.uk 
School of Natural and Computing Sciences ncscurriculum@abdn.ac.uk 
School of Psychology psychcurriculum@abdn.ac.uk 
School of Social Science socscicurriculum@abdn.ac.uk 

  

 
1 Note a shortened course change form is being prepared for block taught changes.  This will be shared with 
Schools prior to the Winter break. 

https://www.abdn.ac.uk/staffnet/teaching/course-and-programme-approval-6102.php
https://www.abdn.ac.uk/staffnet/teaching/course-and-programme-approval-6102.php
mailto:roombookings@abdn.ac.uk
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Appendix 2 
 

POSTGRADUATE PROGRAMMES USING SOME OR ALL BLOCK TAUGHT COURSES 

 
School Prog Award Prog Title Type 
Biological Sciences MRes Environmental Science Full BT 
Biological Sciences MRes Soil Science Full BT 
Biological Sciences MSc Applied Marine and Fisheries Ecology Full BT 
Biological Sciences MSc Ecology and Conservation Full BT 
Biological Sciences MSc Environmental Management Full BT 
Biological Sciences MSc Environmental Pollution and Remediation Full BT 
Biological Sciences MSc Environmental Science Full BT 
Biological Sciences MSc Marine Conservation Full BT 
Biological Sciences MSc Soil Science Full BT 
Business MBA Business Administration Full BT 
Business MBA Business Administration (Qatar) Full BT 
Business MBA Business Administration Business Analytics Full BT 
Business MBA Business Administration Energy Management Full BT 
Business MSc Financial Technology Partial BT 
Business MSc Global Business Communication Partial BT 
Business MSc International Business Management Full BT 
Business MSc International Business Management (Qatar) Full BT 
Business MSc International Human Resource Management Full BT 
Business MSc International Human Resource Management (Qatar) Full BT 
Business MSc International Tourism Management Full BT 
Business MSc Marketing Management Full BT 
Engineering MSc Oil and Gas Engineering Partial BT 
Engineering MSc Petroleum Engineering Partial BT 



 

Page 6 of 7 

Geosciences MSc Geophysics Full BT 
Geosciences MSc Integrated Petroleum Geology Full BT 
Geosciences MSc Oil and Gas Enterprise Management Full BT 
Geosciences MSc Petroleum Data Management Partial BT 
Geosciences MSc Planetary Science Full BT 
Geosciences MSc Sustainability Transitions Partial BT 
Law LLM International Commercial Law (Qatar) Full BT 
LLMVC MSc Creative and Cultural Communication Partial BT 
NCS MSc Artificial Intelligence Full BT 
NCS MSc Cybersecurity Full BT 
NCS MSc Information Technology Partial BT 
NCS MSc  Data Science Full BT 
Social Science MSc International Relations and Management Partial BT 
Social Science MSc Strategic Studies and Management Partial BT 
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Appendix 3: Action plan 
 

Action Responsible Timeline Resources to support 
Provide information to Schools to guide the 
process for change 

Director of Academic 
Services and Online 
Education 

Prior to Winter break See appendix 1 

Review, in liaison with all relevant parties (e.g., 
AFG, affected Schools) all short block taught 
teaching (3 weeks or less) and make plan for 
adjustment to linear teaching and / or the 
delivery of equivalent teaching and assessment 

Schools Review: End January 2023 
Seek approval of changes: See timelines 
below  

 

Complete CMS changes  Schools For courses being delivered in 2023/24, these 
should be submitted ideally by 13 Feb 2023 
(and by end of March 23 at latest) to ensure 
the changes can be accommodated in the 
2023/24 teaching timetable and in associated 
curriculum build in MyCurriculum. 
 
For courses being delivered in 2024/25, these 
should be submitted by November 2023 in line 
with the usual planning cycle. 
 

A shortened course 
amendment form will be 
provided to Schools prior to 
the Winter break to simplify 
the process. 

Put in place mechanisms that prevent any future 
short block teaching being approved 

Director of Academic 
Services and Online 
Education 

23 December 2022 Adjustments to QAC / CMS 
guidance to explicitly advise 
that short block delivery will 
not be approved. 

Put in place arrangements to support late arrival 
(maximum latest dates and support for students, 
and use, if required of delayed start at block 2 
with completion of block 1 at end of studies) 
where changes cannot be made for September 
2023  

Schools April 2023  

Put in place mechanisms that enable any future 
new programme proposal with short block 
teaching as the mode of delivery to be 
adequately reviewed in light of the challenges 
associated with short block teaching 

Vice-Principal Global 
Engagement 

End January 2023  

 


