Preprints (www.preprints.org) | NOT PEER-REVIEWED | Posted: 29 October 2021 d0i:10.20944/preprints202110.0451.v1

Creating a Competitive Advantage in the UK Higher Education Sector through
Mirrored Course Delivery: A case example

By Dr. Elizabeth Spruin

Department of Psychology, Canterbury Christ Church University

Address for Correspondence:

Dr. Elizabeth Spruin

Department of Psychology
Canterbury Christ Church University
Canterbury, Kent

CT11Qu

England

E-mail: Liz.Spruin@canterbury.ac.uk.

ABSTRACT

Utilising Canterbury Christ Church University (CCCU) as a case example, this report will
provide information about the strategic challenges that many modern universities in the UK
face in creating a flexible delivery of education. Using strategic concepts and analysis, the
current short report will examine the competitiveness within the higher education sector in
the UK and explore key external and internal environmental factors of CCCU, gaining a
greater understanding of their current position. From these analyses, strategic
recommendations as to how universities such as CCCU can create a competitive advantage
through a new form of flexible learning delivery.
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INTRODUCTION

The higher education sector in the UK faces a number of challenges in its pursuit for a
sustainable future. Even before the sector was propelled into the Covid-19 crisis, there have
been compelling arguments for universities to become more adaptable due to the
uncertainty of the economy (Murray & Matthew, 2018). With the reduction of government
funding, the increase in globalisation and the uncertainty that Brexit brings, the emergence
of the recent pandemic has fundamentally shifted the landscape of higher education,
further exacerbating the need for universities to adapt to this unstable and fast-changing
environment (Hillman, 2020). Accordingly, the future of higher education lies within the
capacity of universities to build adaptability into their operations, enabling them to not only
respond more swiftly to rapid changes in the environment, but also allowing them to plan

more effectively for the future (Reupert, 2020).

With these transformations on the horizon, one of the greatest strategic challenges facing
universities, will be adapting current learning and teaching models to create more flexibility,
while also ensuring they maintain a distinctive competitive advantage within the sector
(Baxter & Atlas, 2020). For modern institutes such as Canterbury Christ Church University
(CCCU), which tends to attract students from the local South East region and prides itself on
being a local university for the community, this challenge will require a bold restructure of
the organisation’s current pedagogy and reliance on the university’s distinctive resources

and capabilities.

METHODOLOGY

To address the purpose of this report, which is to evaluate the CCCU’s current position in
adopting a flexible learning environment and generate strategic recommendations for the
future, the methodology used was adapted from the Layers of the Business Environment
Framework (Johnson et al., 2018). More specifically, as the recommended outcomes from
this report focus on enhancing the competitive advantage of CCCU, it is essential that the
two main groups of competitive advantage, the organisation’s position and its capabilities

(Saloner et al., 2001), are rigorously analysed. This will ensure that any strategic options
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found reflect the university’s place in the external environment, while also considering any
internal resources which create value. This methodology further aligns with the research on
developing effective strategies (e.g., Vignali & Vrontis, 2004), which contends that
successful strategies cannot be created without analysing the external environment and
industry sector for which an organisation operates, along with the internal environment

resources. Accordingly, the analysis for this report was carried out in four distinct stages:

1) External environment analysis. Using a mixed methodology of published sources

(e.g., annual reports, policies and papers, media articles, etc) and direct discussions
with academics and managers , a PESTLE analysis (Aguilar, 1967) was carried out to
examine the external macro-environment of the organisation, focusing on key
drivers of structural change. This analysis thereby identified possible threats within
the environment, along with opportunities for potential growth (Johnson & Scholes,

2008).

2) Industry analysis. To gain a comprehensive awareness of the industry in which CCCU

operates, a Porter’s Five Forces analysis was conducted (Porter,1980). This analysis
assessed and evaluated the competitive strength and position of the university
within the sector and also helped to further identify any potential areas of

competitive advantage.

3) Organisation analysis. To develop a thorough understanding into the internal and

external factors affecting the university, a weighted SWOT analysis (Humphrey,
2005) was performed using LaConte’s (2017) weighted scoring method. This
approach incorporated the impact and importance of each SWOT factor, along with
the relative probability of each factor, with those factors that score higher overall
being areas of priority. This method therefore allowed for a comprehensive analysis
of SWOT factors, with strategic insight into critical areas of focus for the strategic

recommendations.

4) Strategic Options. The relationships between the SWOT factors were then

investigated via a TOWS Matrix (Weihrich, 1982). The TOWS framework has shown
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to be an effective tool for strategic planning and an important step for developing
appropriate strategies (Fleisher & Bensoussan, 2003). For the current report, the
analysis helped to establish coherency between the internal (strengths and
weaknesses) and external (opportunities and threats) factors from the SWOT,

helping to identify relevant strategic options for the university to pursue.

The strategic recommendations reported were then generated from the analysed output
using a Resource-Based View (RBV; Wernerfelt, 1984). This approach was chosen to ensure
the feasibility of the strategic recommendations and implementation plan, focusing on
existing resources in an innovative way to exploit opportunities. Figure 1 below
demonstrates the process of strategic analysis that was carried out for this report and how

the recommendations generated will enhance the current position of the university.
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Figure 1. Process of strategic analysis

FINDINGS

External Environment Analysis (PESTLE)
The findings from the PESTLE analysis (Aguilar, 1967) are summarised in Table 1 below. The

analysis focused on the key drivers for change in the higher education sector in relation to

the flexible delivery of education, as shown below no significant Legal or Ecological factors

were identified.


https://doi.org/10.20944/preprints202110.0451.v1

Preprints (www.preprints.org) | NOT PEER-REVIEWED | Posted: 29 October 2021 d0i:10.20944/preprints202110.0451.v1

e Incentive to find new markets e Impact on the sustainability
Reduction in for alternative sources of of resources and capabilities
funding revenue

Income reduction from EU

e Reduced competition for UK
Impact of Brexit students — Opportunity to focus
on UK student market

e New areas for portfolio e Increased competition
development between higher and further
education establishments

Government
initiatives —
Skills for Jobs

e Increase in re-training needs due Financial instability - mature

Reessial to poor job market students
arising from
pandemic
e Opportunity to create new e Increase in student well-
flexible, non-linear, pathways — being and mental health
Eulfal ek help reduce student pressures issues

and widen participation. e BAME attainment gap

e |ncrease interest in STEM
subjects

Table 1. Summary of PESTEL factors and their influence on the higher education sector in the UK

Industry Analysis (Porter’s Five Forces)
As shown in the figure below (see Figure 2), the results from Porter’s Five Forces (Porter,

1980), as applied to the higher education sector in the UK, indicates that the main threat to
the industry are from substitutes, which offer similar courses to CCCU. The risk of this threat
is exacerbated further by the high power of applicants in the industry, as they can easily

switch providers if unsatisfied with their institution.
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Threat of New Entrants
*  New institutions
* Duplicate offers

Market well served by current
set of competitors

Power of Suppliers Power of Buyer

Faculty * Students

Administrators CQmpetit ive * Parents
Operations

Technology Rival ry Applicants can 'trade-up' in

Recruiting high-quality staff their choice of university
impacted by Brexit

Threat of Substitutes

* Online degrees
* MOOC's

Competitors offer similar courses
and could expand their portfolio

Figure 2. Porter’s Five Forces — Higher Education Sector

Organisation Analysis (SWOT)
The SWOT factors found in the analysis were identified via a brainstorming session (see Lu,

2010) with the researcher and several senior CCCU staff members from various disciplines.
Findings are summarised in Figure 3 below, with the weighted analysis identifying critical
areas of focus for each SWOT factor. These key areas were also highlighted in the

environment and industry analysis.
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Positive

S1: New provisions and resources for
STEM subjects (e.g, building 2, KMMS)

S2: Development of new online
facilities

S3: Local connections within the
community

O1: New growth potential:

e STEM subjects
e |4-5 courses

02: Increase demand for re-training
and CPD

03: Increasing normalisation of
online and blended learning

* Critical focus area

0.2

0.1

0.1

0.2

0.1

0.3

Internal

3 0.6%*
2 0.2
2 0.2

W1: Financial challenges (post-covid) 0.2 2 0.4

W2: Current league standings in 01 3 03
highly competitive market

W3: Current online portfolio/flexible 0-3 2 0.6*
courses

annesaN

3 0.6*] T1: Competition from other online 0.3 3 0.9*
providers (e.g., MOOC's providers)
2 02 T2: New government initiatives (e.g., 0.1 2 0.2
" | Lifelong Learning)
3 0.9%
v
External

Figure 3. SWOT Analysis: * highlighting the critical focus areas - S1, W3, 01, T1

Strategic Options (TOWS Matrix)
To systematically identify any strategic options from the SWOT analysis (see Figure 3 above),

the internal (strengths and weaknesses) and external (opportunities and threats) points were

first connected to visually highlight any relationships between factors (see Yavuz & Baycan,

2013). A graphical representation of the key relationships that were found is presented

below (see Figure 4).
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Figure 4. SWOT Analysis — Relationships between Internal and External Factors

The relationships that were identified above were then utilised to develop corresponding
strategies for the university via a TOWS matrix. As shown in the Table 2 below, by combining
the internal strengths and weaknesses of the university with the external opportunities and
threats, four strategic themes emerged which identified a number of strategic options.
Those strategic options that correspond to one of the critical areas identified in the SWOT

are the key areas of focus.

Strengths — Opportunities Weaknesses— Opportunities
(SO Strategies) (WO Strategies)
**S1,S2 & S3 to O1: 1. **W1i, W2 & W3 to O1:
Use online facilities to develop new e Take advantage of areas for potential
blended learning provisions, with a market growth by:
focus on L4-5 courses in STEM o Creating new sources of revenue via
subjects. blended learning provisions to
Capitalise on local STEM connections minimise financial challenges.
to collaborate on new course o Building a new reputation for CCCU
development. outside the current league tables.
o Focus on developing innovative
S2 & S3 to 02: blended learning provisions in STEM
In collaboration with local subjects to improve current online
organisations, develop new blended portfolio.
learning courses, to capitalise on the
growing need for re-training. 2. W1&W3toO02:
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e (Capitalise on the growing need for re-
training and upskilling by extending
current online course portfolio.

S2 to 03:

Implement an innovative approach to
blended learning delivery to capitalise
on opportunities and sustain a
competitive advantage. °

W1, W2 & W3 to 03:

Minimise weaknesses by capitalising

on the normalisation of online and

blended learning.

e Creating innovative blended learning
courses to reduce financial challenges
and rebrand reputation in new online

market.
Strengths — Threats Weaknesses— Threats
(ST Strategies) (WT Strategies)
**G1,52 & S3to T1: 1. **W1, W2 & W3toT1:

Avoid threats from other providers
and minimise weaknesses by utilising
strengths to create an innovative
approach to blended learning, within

Minimise threat from other providers
by utilising new online resources to
create an innovative approach to
blended learning, with a focus on

STEM subjects and helping rebuild the
local community.

S$1,52 & S3to T2:

Use online provisions and STEM
resources to help capitalise on new
government initiatives and reduce the
threat from other providers.

reputable areas of the university (e.g.,
STEM subjects).

W1, W2 & W3 to T2:

Utilise ‘SO’ strategies to capitalise on
governments lifelong learning
initiative. This would avoid immediate
threats and provide incentive for the

university to develop areas of
weakness to take advantage of new
market.

Focus on lifelong learning within the
local South East England community.

Table 2. TOWS Analysis: Strategic Options - ** highlighting the strategies that correspond to the
critical focus areas (S1, W3, 01, T1).

STRATEGIC RECOMMENDATIONS

Based on the presented findings, in order for CCCU to create a flexible delivery of education
and also ensure they maintain a distinctive competitive advantage within the sector, they
need to implement the strategic options found within the critical focus areas (S1, W3, 01,
T1). In particular, to avoid threats from other online providers and minimise weaknesses,

the university needs to capitalise on new market opportunities by developing innovative
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blended learning provisions, starting with a focus on STEM subjects and level 4-5 courses.
This will enable the university to feasibly exploit external opportunities through utilising
existing resources in a new way, creating a new reputation for CCCU outside the current

league tables and placing them at a sustained competitive advantage.

Due to the high threat from other universities offering similar flexible learning provisions
(see figure 2 above), a key component to the success of these recommendations will be the
implementation of an innovative blended learning provision. More specifically, in the
2020/21 academic year, 98% of universities adopted blended learning provisions, this trend
is expected to continue, with future projections in 2030 indicating that 70% of universities
will continue to implement blended learning provisions (JISC, 2020). To create a
competitive advantage in this growing market, it is recommended that CCCU introduce an
innovative approach to programme delivery by offering students the choice of either a
standard on-campus learning experience or a fully digital distance learning experience,
which offers more flexibility for students to learn alongside other commitments. The
flexibility of this provision would not only provide a location-independent alternative for
students who are keen to undertake courses online, but the structure would mirror the
face-to-face route, providing students with a choice as to the mode of delivery they would
prefer, and the opportunity to transfer from one mode to another if their circumstances

change during.

Providing this unique type of flexibility would thus capitalise on the opportunities that have
come from the normalisation of online/blended learning and also defend against threats
from other competitors, creating unequivocal value for the university. As this type of
mirrored delivery would be the first of its kind in the UK, the approach would also be a
resource which only CCCU would possess, making it truly unique and rare. To ensure this
approach is feasible during the initial development phase and sustains a competitive
advantage for CCCU, the strengths of the university’s imitable STEM resources will be
exploited. With the mirrored delivery approach focusing on level 4-5 courses in STEM
subjects. Utilising the STEM resources within the new Verena Holmes building, CCCU can
utilise these tangible assets to build a new reputation outside the current league tables as a

university that specialises in mirrored learning delivery in STEM subjects. The new

10
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reputation that CCCU would create as the innovative leaders in mirrored learning and STEM
subjects, would be an intangible asset which CCCU could build on for future growth of
mirrored learning provisions in other subject areas. Furthermore, by starting with a focus on
level 4-5 courses in STEM subjects, it will allow the university to gradually and feasibly build
on the processes and structures required to capitalise fully on the opportunities of the

market (see Figure 5 below for outline implementation).

= Implement mirrored delivery for STEM subjects (level 4-5)

= Build brand reputation for mirrored delivery and STEM subjects
Phase 1 =  Monitor and evaluate new delivery provisions

Implementation

Incorporate evaluation feedback to improwve mirror delivery provisions
Focus on improving resources and capabilities in their area
Continue to build brand reputation

Phase 2 . .
Scope new subject areas for growth potential

Development

= Capitalise on new brand reputation
= Expand mirror delivery provisions to other subjects and levels
»  Continue to explore avenues for further growth
Phase 3 . =  E.g., Mature students — aligning with corporations to offer CPS
Growth & Expansion opportunities for employees

Figure 5. Implementation and growth of mirrored delivery approach

Mirrored Delivery: Structure and Implementation
The structure for this new provision would mean that there are two student cohorts: on-

campus and distance learning. Both cohorts will have the same content and learning
outcomes but will be delivered through different modes of delivery. For on-campus delivery,
the existing STEM resources (e.g, Verena Holmes building) will be utilised to their full use,
with no additional resources required to implement the new provisions. The distance
learning delivery will utilise existing university platforms for distance learning (e.g.,
Blackboard Collaborate, Sway software, Padelt, etc), making full and extended use of these
resources. For instance, the use of Padlet will provide students with a collaborative space to
give input and engage in co-creation, Pebblepad will support students in reflective practice

and portfolio related activities, and Kaltura will provide support for student presentations.

11
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The digital aspect of the distance learning mode will involve asynchronous learning,
supported by weekly synchronic webinars, virtual drop-ins and tutorials. With a focus on
STEM subjects, virtual labs will also be set-up to reflect an on-campus lab experience (see
Figure 6 below for set-up). This set-up would therefore provide distance learning students
the opportunity to learn in a mirrored version of the on-campus learners. The overall design
of this approach embeds a sound pedagogical framework (Bates, 2017) and has also been
successfully trialled by a number of programmes (e.g. Psychology) when delivering off-

campus teaching during the pandemic.

Figure 6. Virtual lab set-up for distance learners. Virtual labs will be set-up on Blackboard
collaborate, mirroring an on-campus lab experience. The set-up will include a combination of
demonstrations in the ‘main room’, a ‘break-out groupwork’ area for collaborative student work and
a ‘help room’ for students to receive individual instructor support.

Virtual lab set-up for distance learning

Help Room
During individual work the instructor will
be here to take questions.

Main Room Breakout Groupwork
This is were the instructor will demonstrate the Here students will do groupwork. During

technigues required for the laboratory work. B o S e e T
During individual work students can also join

this room to work quietly

work in a breakout group with peers.

As this is a trailblazing approach for universities in the UK, there will be some operational
and administrative factors to consider when delivering two simultaneous modes of delivery.
Addressing these elements will therefore require collaborative cooperation across various
CCCU departments. Consultation across academic and professional service departments has
already begun and feedback thus far has indicated that operational aspects of delivery are

feasible for CCCU to address (see Table 3 below for more details).

12
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Marketing and Communications

e Additional resources needed to promote new mirrored delivery set-up,
particularly need to promote the distance learning route.

e Ensure marketing campaign is embedded in the wider Marking plan of the
university and individual Schools.

Online prospectus required to reflect new programme structure

e Faculty Registrar will need to be consulted with throughout.

Each mode of delivery will need separate SITs codes.

Different programme and module codes needed for the distance learning and on-
campus delivery.

e Module codes can mirror each other for ease.

o Timetabling to mirror standards for on-campus delivery (2 days a week FT, 1 day a
week PT).

e In SITS, distance learning delivery will be set up as a location, rather than a mode,

with modules being assigned to the ‘distance’ location.

Infrastructure Resources

IT have resources to fully support the distance learning route. IT can provide some
‘out of hours’ support and an information pack for distance learners.

Delivery Resources

With the move to online teaching and learning necessitated by the Covid-19
pandemic, the Learning Skills Team is already prepared for remote
information/digital literacy and academic skills session delivery.

e LTE can provide support in training staff and supporting the programme’s use of
our suite of virtual learning platforms (e.g., Teams, Blackboard Collaborate, Padlet,
Mentimeter etc).

e Distance learning students can also book 1:1 appointments with the LTE team for
more assistance with online learning.

e LTE team can also develop online learning materials if there is a need for bespoke

ones in addition the resources we already have on the Learning Skills Hub page.'

e Current admin support is sufficient. As numbers increase on the distance learning
route, a small uplift in administrative support may be needed.

Table 3. Overview of the initial comments provided from consultation with various academic and
professional service departments.
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CONCLUSIONS

The future of higher education lies within the capacity of universities to build adaptability
into their operations (Reupert, 2020) and flexibility into their learning and teaching models
(Baxter & Atlas, 2020). Looking to the future, this shift from the traditional system will be
one of the greatest strategical challenges facing CCCU and other higher educational
institutes. To ensure CCCU is in a competitive position to thrive in this new era of flexible
learning, the current report examined key external and internal environments of the
university and the higher education sector. Through this analysis, the university’s current
position was evaluated, with findings highlighting critical areas of focus for the university.
These results were used to inform the strategic recommendations generated above,
proposing that CCCU implement an innovative approach to blended learning through the
use of mirrored course delivery, with a focus in STEM subjects and level 4-5 courses. The
report provided further details into the implementation plans for these provisions, along
with a detailed overview into the justifications supporting the strategic recommendations

generated.
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