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Key findings 
 
• Significant growth in online students: 1500 in the 2020–21 academic year, up from 700–800 per year 

before the partnership. 
• Student retention rates are consistently over 70%, and often reaching 80%. 
• Increase in student satisfaction with every module where it had been delivered before partnering 

with Pearson.  
• Successful implementation and management of four intakes per year to allow more student flexibility. 
• Development of a consistent course structure for all online, distance postgraduate programmes, with 

the flexibility to adapt depending on professional association requirements. 
• Students find the online course materials more user-friendly, engaging and interactive. 
• Student Success Team receives high Net Promoter Scores; for 2020 it was 63 

(NPS score range is -100 to +100). 

 

About Pearson Online Learning Services 
 
As a leading provider of Online Learning Services, with more than 40 partnerships worldwide, Pearson 
has unrivalled experience and a proven track record in delivering all the enabling services that 
institutions require.  

We invest in universities who share our commitment to academic rigour, student experience and 
widening participation and our desire to achieve rapid and sustainable growth in high-quality online 
provision. We are a values-based education business, with a commitment to quality, efficacy and 
innovation that is deeply ingrained in our corporate mission and culture. 
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Introduction 
In 2018 Northumbria University and Pearson formed an Online Learning Services partnership. This was 
designed to support delivery of the university’s existing postgraduate online, distance learning programmes 
and to develop and launch new programmes together. 

The institution had various goals when it formed this partnership: 

• Increase student enrolment. 
• Develop standards and consistency for online programmes to facilitate scaling their delivery. 
• Become fit for the future in terms of technology and resourcing.  
• Grow the revenue from online courses. 

These can be described as follows: 

 

 

 

 

 

By working collaboratively and drawing on the strengths of each organisation, the partnership is successfully 
working towards these goals. Northumbria University’s teaching teams bring academic skills and unique 
subject matter expertise to each programme, while Pearson provides the experience of developing, scaling and 
supporting online provision. 

The team within Pearson Online Learning Services provides: 

• Course Design 
• Insight and Marketing 
• Recruitment 
• Student Success Team 

In this study we have considered each of these services in terms of what has been provided and the observed 
impact on the staff and student experience. 

 

  

We asked ourselves ‘Do we want to be known for distance learning?’. The answer was ‘yes’ because we 
already had very good student feedback and outcomes, but we wanted a partner to help us scale up our 
delivery, be fit for the future and work towards being a market leader. 
 
Guy Brown, Campus Director for Distance Learning, Northumbria University 
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Overview of the research 
Qualitative research with nine team members from Northumbria University and Pearson was designed to 
reveal their experiences of the partnership overall, reflecting on nearly three years of collaboration. This 
feedback was obtained via one-to-one interviews in Spring 2021. 

This study also draws upon quantitative data shared by Pearson in relation to specific key performance 
indicators. 

As part of this partnership, the university’s popular Distance Learning MSc in Surveying was redesigned in the 
academic year 2018–19 and the Pearson Student Success team began supporting its online course participants. 
Research was conducted to understand the student experience on the course and provides a unique insight 
into their academic and pastoral experience on the programme before and after the changes. 

We undertook comparative, qualitative research comprising two evaluation studies – one-to-one interviews* 
backed up by surveys – between January 2019 and April 2019. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
* 7 students were interviewed after Module 1 and 6 after Module 2. 
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A more consistent format and student experience through 
course design 
The partnership sought to redesign various postgraduate distance learning programmes by using the 
existing skills and academic expertise at Northumbria alongside Pearson’s experience in developing and scaling 
online courses. For new online programmes, Pearson and Northumbria University co-design the courses from 
scratch based on the unique academic content provided by the relevant module teams at the university. 

 

 

 

 

 

As part of the partnership, the team at Northumbria University wanted to have a more consistent format and 
experience of their online programmes. The team at Pearson helped to devise an overall pedagogy and a 
standardised structure which means all modules: 

• start with a robust student induction 
• are worth 20 credits 
• last 10 weeks. 

In addition, all Masters’ level programmes include a 40-credit project. However, where necessary – for example 
because of a professional body requirement i.e., British Psychological Society or Royal Institute of Chartered 
Surveyors – there is flexibility in the size of the final project.  

 

 

 

 

 

Every programme has its own induction module, which provides up-to-date content regarding course 
structure and key information. It also includes new material that Pearson created to support Northumbria’s 
online students with both the skills needed to be effective online learners and to develop their academic skills. 
Signposting to further support from the University is embedded throughout the materials to provide long-term 
support beyond the initial induction period. 

We wanted to be more ambitious. Pearson were really open, they said, ‘We will challenge you; we will 
challenge your thinking. We’re going to push you and take you places.’ We knew this wasn’t going to be a 
comfortable relationship, but actually that was really important to us. 
 
Guy Brown, Campus Director for Distance Learning, Northumbria University 

 

Pearson brought their experience to develop distance learning courses in a coordinated and cohesive way. 
Together we have created a standard so that students are getting an equitable experience – across a 
programme and across departments. 
 
Julie Clarke, Programme Leader for the MSc Surveying, Northumbria University 
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For each programme the learning design team at Pearson take subject content provided by the module leader 
and use it to create engaging and interactive online learning materials. These are delivered through 
Northumbria’s Electronic Learning Platform (or Virtual Learning Environment) in a variety of formats, to allow 
students greater flexibility in how they access and interact with the learning material. Some examples of this 
are: 

• live webcast lectures 
• recorded, on-demand lectures 
• interactive subject matter with integrated critical thinking prompts or MCQ quizzes 
• digital/printable PDFs 

 

 

 

 

 

Pearson offer their expertise to faculty by helping them to develop their own skills in delivering online learning 
effectively. 

As you would expect, new programmes must go through the usual internal academic processes of scrutiny and 
validation. To further support Northumbria’s goals to scale and grow their online programme provision, 
Pearson worked with programme teams to build validation documents to better facilitate these procedures. 

 

Student Experience 

Our research enabled us to gather feedback from a group of students who experienced an original programme 
module and a module which had been fully redesigned in collaboration with Pearson. Overall, the student 
experience of the redesigned module was very positive – they found many things had been improved and were 
more supportive of their learning experience. 

Five key themes emerged which students valued in the new course design: 

• Clear induction 
• A defined structure  
• Contact with and support from academic staff 
• Interactivity within the learning materials 
• Specific assessment guidance 

 
(You can read more detail on these themes in our case study on the course redesign of the MSc in Surveying 
at Northumbria University1.) 

We always had good student satisfaction on our DL programmes, but we’ve seen improvement on every 
programme. We’ve seen real enhancements around the way learning resources are used, the way students 
are challenged in the content and the way they are scaffolded throughout their journey. That comes down to 
collaborative design.  
 
Guy Brown, Campus Director for Distance Learning, Northumbria University 
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Educator Experience 
Julie Clarke describes how the new and expanded programmes have given distance learning more of a 
presence within the institution: “It’s important, it has value, it is diversifying our provision.” 

There were also benefits to having partnered with Pearson on the distance learning programme design when 
all teaching had to move online. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Student Comments 
I feel as if I have stopped with one course and am starting a new course...there’s a big difference 
between October [starting the MSc and first Module] and now. 

The [redesigned] module really is good. The way it’s been developed it’s really quite professional. I don’t 
think they could do more to improve my learning experience. 

It’s just a lot more interactive, a lot more chances to raise questions and have issues clarified...I would 
absolutely recommend it. I think especially now, following the improvements. I think it’s really sleek 
and it’s fantastic. 

 

We had colleagues who had to go through a massive learning curve in the move to online teaching during 
the COVID-19 pandemic – we were able to support them and we ourselves were more prepared to deal with 
the new scenario. 
 
Julie Clarke, Programme Leader for the MSc Surveying, Northumbria University 
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An agile insight and marketing team  
Insight and research are the foundations of launching a successful new programme. The Pearson and 
Northumbria teams work together to uncover new opportunities. 

 

 

 

 

Future opportunities to build and grow the partnership and maintain its success are uncovered by the Pearson 
insight team. They regularly look at market trends, undertake browser search analysis and do far-reaching 
online research into what skills are in high demand and what business are saying they need for the future.  

 

 

 

 

 

For launching new or growing existing programmes, marketing is crucial in terms of generating enough high-
quality leads and enrolling appropriate students. For each individual programme the Pearson team does in-
depth research and insight to build target personas, demographics and geographies, before any campaigns 
start. 

 

 

 

 

Focussed solely on promoting the university’s distance learning programmes, Pearson uses tried-and-tested 
marketing approaches that they know are effective for this type of course. Social media advertising is a key 
tactic and through this, the team is able to deliver more content-led marketing, keeping it fresh by tapping into 
subject-related news and current affairs. 

By taking a highly targeted strategy and optimising each campaign, the Pearson team maximises the return on 
investment and can forecast the lead-gen funnel and expected enrolment figures for upcoming intakes. 

It’s very much a conversation – it’s clear where we can see opportunity and capacity for growth. We work 
together; we do the initial insight on the university’s strategic plans and macro trends in the market, then 
Pearson do more detailed research into the most promising areas.  
 
Tracey Urwin, Assistant Director of Global Marketing and Business, Northumbria University 

 

Our team has the time and resource to focus on horizon scanning, so we can help Northumbria University 
identify potential new online programmes. For example, we may look at subject areas with lower student 
enrolment now but that might grow quickly, such as AI, Data Science and Cybersecurity. 
 
Owen Knight, Head of Research (Online Learning Services), Pearson 

Overall, the relationship is very positive. It has a nice tone of partnership to it. We talk regularly and make 
sure we are both thinking the same. 
 
Tracey Urwin, Assistant Director of Global Marketing and Business, Northumbria University 
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Collaboration ensures that all communications are matched to the Northumbria University’s brand, vision and 
voice. Marketing colleagues across the partnership have developed a strong relationship of mutual trust and 
confidence, which allows for a more agile and responsive approach when required, without risk to the 
University’s brand.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

  

What we really value about the Northumbria marketing team is their appetite to try to new things and their 
knowledge of new marketing tactics. They are very forward-thinking; our visions are aligned. They understand 
the value of customer experience and the value of content.  
 
Angela Sam, Head of Marketing (Online Learning Services), Pearson 
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Dedicated, personalised recruitment team drives 
enrolment  
The number of enrolments on these courses has grown significantly since the start of the partnership. 
Previously there were 600–700 students taking online postgraduate programmes each year; in the academic 
year 2019–20 there were over 700 new students, across a reduced range of programmes, and in 2020-21 that 
figure is set to reach 1500. This represents more than 100% growth in a single year and the expectation is that 
this will continue to grow. Enrolments are up on existing courses, new programmes have been added, and 
more new programmes are being developed for launch in the coming years.  

How has this been achieved? 

 

Dedicated team 

A highly trained team of recruitment specialists take a personalised approach to attracting and enrolling 
qualified students onto the programmes. Pearson’s technologies allow almost instant engagement with 
prospective students, as well as effective and timely progress monitoring throughout the recruitment process. 

By working solely on Northumbria’s online programmes, these recruiters gain a deeper understanding of: 

• the programmes 
• the chief motivators to study 
• the likely work/life situations of prospective students for the courses.  

This familiarity is key to their success and they take a very proactive approach, contacting these people regularly 
to get commitment.  

 

 

 

 

All of this would be much harder for a general university recruitment team to manage. As Stephanie Ross, 
Admissions Manager, Northumbria University points out: “We could do it, but I don’t think it would be as simple 
and I don’t know if we could do it immediately.” 

  

We work very synergistically with the university. Our approach centres around understanding our audience 
– their motivation and challenges. We provide a clear and personalised, end-to-end recruitment experience. 
It’s very high touch, very two-way in terms of nurturing a potential student through the process.  
 
Chris Kenny, Head of Recruitment (Online Learning Services), Pearson 
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There’s a dedicated Enrolment Advisor who serves as the initial point of contact with potential students. They 
act as an extension of Northumbria University’s admissions team and communicate with prospective students 
in an interactive, friendly and helpful manner to familiarise them with the school and programme and help 
move them through the admissions process.  

 

 

 

 

Adapted recruitment strategy 

Most of Northumbria’s online programmes are aimed at students who are already in the workplace – they’re 
looking for a career move or progression. These students often bring practical subject knowledge that can 
enrich their study experience and that of their peers. However, as they’re juggling studies with numerous other 
commitments, they tend to need more flexibility around study patterns. 

Together Northumbria and Pearson have implemented and managed a change from two intakes to four intakes 
a year for the online programmes. This allows potential students more flexibility on when to start their course 
which is often a major factor in their decision on whether to enrol or not. For example, if an unexpected 
situation means someone can’t start when they originally intended, they can defer and start the course within 
three months rather than waiting six or 12 months. This supports the recruitment team as they can more easily 
maintain contact, keep the prospective student interested and get them enrolled only a few months later. 

 

 

 

 

This model also allows for those students who have unexpected greater commitments arising, which may 
impact their effective learning, to postpone subsequent modules by just a few months rather than by a whole 
academic year. 

 

  

Everyone is really passionate about the work that they do, very involved, very professional. Both teams want 
to do the best that they can for the applicant and for the partnership as well. 
 
Stephanie Ross, Admissions Manager, Northumbria University 

We felt strongly – and have proven through our results – that having more intakes a year improves the 
flexibility of the proposition and helps people’s decision-making. Applicants are more likely to enrol if 
there’s an intake just around the corner. More intakes deliver more opportunities to attract students.  
 
Chris Kenny, Head of Recruitment (Online Learning Services), Pearson 
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Targeting high calibre students  

However, it’s not just about the numbers. Northumbria University wanted to maintain its focus on attracting 
high quality students onto their online programmes, as this generally leads to the best learning experience and 
outcomes for the student and a more enjoyable delivery experience for academic staff. 

The high standard of students enrolled is achieved by the recruitment team developing excellent relationships 
with the university’s admissions team and with the academic staff leading each programme, meaning they can 
easily and quickly consult on an applicant’s suitability. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
  

The relationship between the marketing and recruitment teams and myself has developed very well – when 
I receive a non-standard applicant, they’re usually very appropriate. In fact, we’ve had some students who 
were non-standard applicants who gained very good marks. 
 
Julie Clarke, Programme Leader for the MSc Surveying, Northumbria University 
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Student Success Team supports high active study rates 
 
 

 

 

One of the most critical services that Pearson provides in the online course management partnership is a 
structured and dedicated Student Success Team that supports course participants throughout the 
programme, dealing with any issues, managing extenuating circumstances and helping deliver higher active 
study rates.  

‘Active study rate’, as used in this study, refers to student engagement with, and active participation in, 
modules – particularly describing continuous activity on their course from one module to the next. 

A key benefit of a team focussed purely on this pastoral care is that it lets the academic staff focus on the 
teaching and learning. 

Once a student has paid their course fees and enrolled in their first module, the Student Success Team takes 
over from the recruitment team in terms of contact. Each student has a named advisor who keeps in touch 
with them and is available to help whenever they need it. The team takes a structured approach to ensure 
students receive a set level of support but also tailor to each individual student as they progress through their 
programme. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

What I wanted was a point of contact. Now we have a contact point from the Student Success Team; her 
name is Abbi. She’s very helpful. I can book her anytime, online. 
 
Student, MSc Surveying, Northumbria University 

A Structured Approach 
 
• Four planned phone calls as a minimum for the first module: 

o Welcome call 
o Time management 
o Contingency and planning 
o Graduation planning 

• First module welcome webinar 
• Calls/emails as and when the student needs support.  
• For the remaining modules, the number of calls is tailored to the individual student’s needs 
• At least one call contact attempt per month per student. 
• Engagement is checked on a weekly basis and the team reach out to “at risk” students. 
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This team grows as the number of distance learning programmes and enrolments increase. Each advisor 
supports 100–150 students and they specialise in a couple of the university’s programmes: this means they’re 
well-versed in the course structure, they form close relationships with the faculty to be able to respond to basic 
course questions and they can more easily trouble-shoot any common issues. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

By working exclusively with Northumbria’s online cohorts, the Student Success Team can support the specific 
needs of these distance learning students. The university’s own Ask for Help student support service is extremely 
well set up and the student advisors will often refer course participants to the online resources or support tools 
already available for skills such as writing academically, revision techniques or time management. The two 
teams work together to ensure that students are receiving the best support possible. 

As you may expect, lots of students on these distance learning courses simply get on with studying and don’t 
call on their student advisor. However, for those with additional learning needs, with questions around 
assessment or those returning to education after a long break, it offers an extremely valuable service. 

Maximising active study rates on each programme is a clear aim for both Northumbria University and Pearson.  
The Student Success Team assigns risk ratings to each course participant; for the “at risk” students they provide 
more specialised support to keep them going, ensuring they complete the assessment and enrol on the next 
module. It’s clearly working with rates on the Northumbria University online programmes delivered in 
partnership with Pearson at consistently above 70% and often reaching 80%.  

According to an international literature review article2 published in 2016, which looked at a similar measure 
(retention rates) in online courses, attrition tends to be 10–20% higher online than for traditional face-to-face 
delivery. One paper found that 40% to 80% of online students drop out of online classes. Considering 
these numbers, having 70–80% of students actively moving through their courses at Northumbria compares 
favourably. 

 

 

  

If I had to say what the biggest thing the partnership brought to us, it’s the Student Success Team. We know 
that isolation is often an issue for distance learners, but we’d never had the desire or resource to address it. 
Previously, they had the same support as the on-campus students. So, for them to be given a named [Student 
Success] advisor is excellent. 
 

It’s been brilliant for me too. I can do my proper job – develop lecture materials, do my research – as opposed 
to being a conduit for all student enquiries. 
 
Julie Clarke, Programme Leader for the MSc Surveying, Northumbria University 
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Student Experience 

Northumbria’s online students are regularly asked to rate the Student Success Team services by answering one 
question: How likely are you to recommend the Student Success Team to a friend or colleague? NPS scores range 
from -100 to 100 and the team consistently scores highly3.  

• The annual, combined survey NPS score for 2020 was 63 
• This was based on a sample size of over 100 students  

In our research interviews, the Student Success Team was an area that many students referenced as 
particularly positive in relation to their overall experience on the course. 

Their comments referenced the following benefits: 

• Quick response times. 
• A friendly approach. 
• The regularity of the pastoral check-ins. 
• Ease of contacting the student advisor if they needed help. 
• The technology for booking a specific support call works well. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Student Comments 
[Student advisor] was emailing us and she sends regular emails every couple of weeks just checking [how 
we’re] getting on with the course. ...she’s really quite good at communicating between the tutors. So, yes, it’s 
a good platform to have. 

They’re very, very easy to speak to. And they’re also the ones that can organise extenuating circumstances 
and all that stuff. So, it’s good to know that support network is there. 

The student support advisor has been in touch probably about two or three times, via email and then also 
a couple of phone calls to say, “How’re you getting on?”. They are very much there. They make it clear how 
to contact them as well. 

You get a reply within a reasonable period of time from the Student Success Team. [...] She’s fast, I think 
fast, really good and sometimes I got also a follow-up call, a follow-up email, asking ‘how am I going?’, ‘how 
is the course going with me?’ and things like that, so, it’s really good. 

We can book a call using the online system or something which is clever. The technology is really clever. 
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Measuring and building upon success 

The positive, collaborative working approach is ultimately what leads to the achievement of the partnership’s 
stated goals. Both parties have various means of measuring the achievement of these aims, sharing with each 
other and taking action to keep developing and improving to continue to deliver success.  

Throughout the partnership Pearson gathers student feedback via surveys and in-depth interviews. This 
student experience feedback is shared with the Student Success team to help inform their conversations with 
programme participants and with Northumbria University to help guide changes and enhancements to 
modules and programmes. The university is also gathering data regularly, which all contributes to an agile 
approach to the development and growth of the programmes. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

More in-depth reviews are also undertaken to look at what’s working and what could be improved.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

We measure the student journey at various points: mid-module pulse survey, student feedback meetings 
throughout and a module evaluation questionnaire at the end. Across the board we’ve seen a percentage 
increase in every programme, where it is one that was previously delivered before the partnership. The 
student success team and academic programme lead discussions are ongoing – it allows a continuous 
improvement process during the programme. 
 
Guy Brown, Campus Director for Distance Learning, Northumbria University 

We’re now heading into a review phase at a module level which will be good after two sets of deliveries. We 
want to get together in person and bounce ideas off each other and Pearson are receptive to this. 
 
Julie Clarke, Programme Leader for the MSc Surveying, Northumbria University 
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Conclusion 

By partnering with Pearson, the team at Northumbria University has been able to:  

• More quickly scale up their online distance learning offer.  
• Create a consistent pedagogical experience across all online programmes and across various faculties.  
• Implement online course design that supports student achievement. 

With marketing, recruitment and student support services provided by Pearson, various staff teams at 
Northumbria are free to focus on what matters most to them and their area of expertise.  

The partnership has also delivered: 

• Higher enrolments. 
• Higher student satisfaction. 
• Higher active study rates.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Delivering an excellent student journey and quality in everything we do. The outcomes of this partnership are 
that we’re delivering a research-rich education and meaningful impact in their personal career goals or their 
organisational goals. Students are achieving good results and they are satisfied with their experience. 
 
Guy Brown, Campus Director for Distance Learning, Northumbria University 
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