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Ursula McTaggart, Senior Lecturer 

Driving Engagement: Ulster 
University’s Holistic Approach with 
Blue and MLY



Context

• Largest University in Northern 
Ireland

• Approx 35K students – home and 
collaborative provision

• 3 different campus locations in NI –
numerous locations globally

• 4 faculties



Background 

• Moved from annual subject 
monitoring/revalidation to risk based 
continuous enhancement model

• Student Voice as one of the drivers 
for change

• QAA Review

• Learning Enhancement Investment

• Old inhouse survey system – low 
engagement



Attended Student Voices in London 

(April)

John & Chris came to Belfast - demo 

with working group (June) 

System Requirements/ Data 

Processing Agreements –BLUE and 

MLY 

Procurement - contract signed 

December 2024 

Student Voices 2024



Where we started

Student Voice Working Group

• All faculties, Student Union & main professional services included

• Updated questions with student friendly language

• Regular slot to update Institutional Learning & Teaching Committee (buy-in)

• Procurement Process - Universities’ Software Framework

• Weekly meetings with Explorance for implementation

• Branding, promotional material, quick guides



• Pilot with CEBE Faculty – 31st March

• 6063 Students (including partner students)

• 279 Modules

• 357 Staff

• Retained existing questions

• 33.39% engagement rate

• 9.03% engagement rate in old system

Pilot



Pilot
Survey closed 2nd May - On 5th May we:

• Analysis reports to all teaching staff 

• School Level & Faculty Level reports 

• SLT -  Aggregated reports 

• Dashboard Access

MLY

• Analysed 9992 comments in minutes

• 5515 topic sentiments 

• 3403 recommendations

• 1374 -do more

• 741 -start doing

• 30 alerts



Promotion to Staff
• Regular updates through L&T committees - no 

shocks!

• 27 presentations at Faculty L&T meetings and 

events

• Working group faculty rep presenting updates at 

local level 

• Open invites to view demo 

• Co-Design Workshops to design new questions

• Internal news articles

• Staff emails encouraging in-class completion

• Quick Guide Resources

• Thank you emails from PVC



Promotion to Students
• Digital Screens

• Portal Banners

• Social media campaigns

• Email invites and reminders 

to participate

• QR codes to use in class

• Incentive Vouchers

• Focus on importance of 

feedback

• SU - Professional Language



Semester 1 2025

PILOT: Mid-Module Survey Week CEBE Faculty

• 5045 students

• 6656 Qualitative comments

• 28.92% Engagement Rate

• Integrated MLY analysis into reports

FULL IMPLEMENTATION: - Week 11

• New Questions – NSS Themed

• 66,705 invites

• 1252 modules

• 31,367 Qualitative comments

• 27.03% Engagement Rate

• Individual & Aggregated Dashboards



What do we do with all this data?

• Staff close feedback loop – 2 weeks

• CAQE - Continuous Assurance of Quality 
Enhancement

• Programme level data interrogated:
Progression, non-continuation, Award, NSS, 
PTES, RAR’s, WP

• Compared against University data indicators

• High failing modules - module level feedback

• Analysed 165,807 MLY Comments 

• MLY themes inform Learning Enhancement 
action plans – Group Work, Assessment & 
Feedback, Large Group Teaching 



Advice

• Get buy-in from SLT 

• Pick a team with influence

• Data person needs to be an integral part of planning and implementation 

• Find a way to speak at every L&T meeting/event

• Don’t miss your weekly Explorance meeting

• Go big with your pilot

Connect:

um.mctaggart@ulster.ac.uk



Next-Generation 
Feedback Analytics

Explorance Blue
Feedback Analytics Platform

Explorance MLY
AI-Powered Qualitative Analysis Solution



S T U D E N T  J O U R N E Y

Explorance Mission

Discovery and 
Awareness

Onboarding
Learning +
Student
Experience GraduationApplication



APPLICATION ONBOARDING
LEARNING AND 

ACADEMIC 
EXPERIENCE

GRADUATION/END 
OF STUDIES

POST-
GRADUATION

Application 

(through XX)

Entrant 

Survey for 

new students 

+ exchange 

students

Decline 

Survey

Program Evaluation/Exit Survey

Course 

Evaluations

Exchange 

Surveys 

(incoming 

and outgoing)

Student 

Health and 

Well-being 

Survey

Degree 

Application 

(through XX)

Drop-out 

Survey 

Placement 

Surveys

Degree 

Application 

Satisfaction 

Survey

Info Center Satisfaction Survey

Survey administered through Blue (data sources)

Form submission through XX

Survey administered through Blue (public audience)



Integration & Automation
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Integrated in the Everyday
Blue Home
Centralised place where users can view all things related to Blue. 
Widget based screen with localised customisations.

LMS Integration
Pop-up reminders, course integration and course blocking for students.
Survey management, reporting and live response rates for staff.

Email Notifications
Fully personalized email invitations and email reminders. Emails 
automatically sent based on flexible schedule.

QR Codes
Easy access to surveys on any device for quick 
completion, including in class activity.

Mobile App Integration
Web service integration with a student facing mobile app, 
making surveys easily accessible and using mobile 
notifications.



Dynamic Access​
Enable access to data and insights at all institutional levels using 
dynamic report access based on teaching roles and institutional 
hierarchy.​

Data Analysis​
Benchmark survey results to perform cross-
tabulation or time trend analysis and actively 
monitor the evolution of improvement.​

Smart Report Distribution
Create automated, scheduled, and customizable reports to automatically 
deliver tailored results for specific stakeholders.​

Qualitative Analysis​
Analyze qualitative feedback for a more complete picture 
of the student learning experience.​

Data Aggregation​ & Disaggregation
Slice and dice through results by using key student and institutional 
demographics.​

Personalization
Customize reports to include institutional branding and 
utilize diverse visual representations to present data.

Powerful Institution-Wide
Reporting and Analytics



Closing the Feedback Loop
Improved Student Engagement
When feedback is acknowledged and acted upon, students are more 
likely to feel valued and engaged in the learning process. 

Enhanced Teaching Effectiveness
Teachers can identify areas for improvement based on student 
feedback and make necessary adjustments to their teaching methods, 
materials, or classroom activities.

Better Decision Making
By making changes based on feedback results, institutions and 
departments can make more informed decisions teaching strategies.

Enhanced Learning Experience
Ensures that students’ concerns and suggestions are 
considered, leading to improvements in the learning 
environment and course content.

Increased Student Satisfaction
When students see that their input leads to concrete 
changes, it boosts their satisfaction with the course or 
programme. This can also contribute to higher retention 
rates and more positive outcomes for educational 
institutions.

Blue – 
Closing the 
Feedback 

Loop

Student 
Responds 
to Survey

Survey 
Closes

Staff 
Members 
Responds 
to results

PDF Report 
sent back to 

students 
with actions



Insight Discovery​
Leverage dynamic and intuitive widgets for quick insight discovery 
from a summary view or drill-down for granular analysis​.

Dynamic Access​

Enable access to data and insights for all internal stakeholders 
through individual and aggregate-level dashboards.​

Data Aggregation​
Streamline key student and institutional demographics from 
existing IT systems to slice and dice through evaluation results.

Time Trend Analysis​
Perform time trend analysis across evaluation projects to 
gain valuable insights into the evolution of key metrics 
and program performance trends.

Data Visualization
Quickly identify areas of improvement with engaging data 
visualizations such as heat maps and scatter plots.

Blue Dashboard



Polarity/Sentiment Analysis

Topic Categorisation

Recommendations

Alerts

Get to Know AI



Model Training & Depth Matters

Trained on UK Themes

Over 1,200 Topics

Up to 4 Levels of Topic Depth

Full Services Categorisation

Student Union Categorisation 

Localised Context

Manual Categorisation

Supervised Learning Approach



Unlimited Model Variation
National Student Survey

PTES/PRES

Course Evaluations

Institutional Topics



Swift Analysis

Immediate Analysis Summary

Graphical Executive Overview

Widget Based Dashboard

Automated Tagging/Coding

Alert Detection and Scoring

Key Features

Redaction Engine

Bulk Sharing with Control

Embedded within Blue Reporting



Quick Summary of Data

Utalising an LLM 
for Data Sharing

Full Model Coverage

Personalised to Viewer

Ideal for non-data experts

Part of interactive dashboard

No manual work required

No unsightly spreadsheets



Heriot-Watt Case Study

Survey Number of 
Students

Number of 
Responses Response Rate Number of 

Comments

Early Experience Survey 18,459 3,822 21% 4,065

PTES 5,877 981 16% 2,386

NSS 1,621 1,123 69% 1,687

PRES 1,033 342 33% 1,296

Annual Student Survey 9,560 1,484 16% 551

Course Experience Survey 
Sem 1 15,487 3,393 22% 11,680

Course Experience Survey 
Sem 2 15,208 2,286 15% 5,881

Mid Semester Check In 1 15,487 4,516 29% 11,857

Mid Semester Check In 2 15,208 3,814 25% 8,690

TOTAL 48,093

Time to code 1 

Comment (approx.)
Total Minutes Total Hours

15 Seconds 1,016 17

15 Seconds 597 10

15 Seconds 1,687 28

15 Seconds 422 7

15 Seconds 138 3

15 Seconds 2,920 49

15 Seconds 1,470 25

15 Seconds 2,964 50

15 seconds 2,173 36

13,387 225

MLY

30 mins

30 mins

30 mins

30 mins

30 mins

30 mins

30 mins

30 mins

30 mins

4.5 hours

Manual Processing Time MLY Processing Time

Explorance MLY Software has reduced the time required to process comments from 225 hours to just 4.5 hours. This represents a 
staggering 98% reduction in processing time, allowing us to allocate resources more efficiently and focus on higher-value tasks.



Kingston Case Study
• Qualitative course evaluation analysis for the first time ever

• Able to provide qualitative insight in top-level reports

Before MLY

Never*
15-20 

minutes

With MLY



Strategic Partnership
 University of Applied 
Sciences and Arts of 
Southern Switzerland

Why Explorance?

Student Voice Strategy

Cardiff University

Survey Standardisation

University of Sheffield

Student Centric 
Experience
Durham University

Closing the Loop
Enhancement
University of 
Worcester

One System, One 
Strategy
University College 
Absalon

Strategy: 12 Big 
Moment Surveys
Universidad Internacional 
de Valencia

Measure and Track 
Crucial Educational Gains
Explorance

Student Voices Are Driving 
Forward The UK Quality 
Code for Higher Education

Explorance



Any Questions?

um.mctaggart@ulster.ac.uk

cslack@explorance.com
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