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On the coming pages you will get a feel for 
the academic diversity that exists within 

our University. From pushing the boundaries of 
augmented reality to helping protect the world 
against cybercrime; from the legalities of public 
healthcare to the portrayal of women and 
alcohol in the media – it’s all here.

Dr Ryan Gibson, for example, reveals he is 
working on a project that could quite literally 
create new worlds, while Dr Jackie Riley extols 
the expertise GCU possesses in cyber security.

We catch up with Professor Alison Britton, 
who talks about clinical negligence, mental-
health law and professional ethics; and Alan 
Middleton reveals how he uses ‘controlled 
chaos’ to give his students the ultimate award-
winning, real-world learning experience.

It would be remiss, too, not to mention our 
cover star Toby Paterson. The Glasgow-born 
artist is one of GCU’s Cultural Fellows, a select 
group who are a catalyst for creativity on 
campus, supporting activities, events and 
performances that enrich the vibrant cultural 
life of the University. Toby was kind enough to 
invite us to his Glasgow studio, before later 
joining us on campus, and you can read what 
he had to say on pages 6-7.

Professor Valerie Webster, Deputy Vice-
Chancellor Academic, outlines her vision for 
the Student Experience Action Plan, and how 
we all have a part to play in it.

Elsewhere, we find out what makes GCU 
London Dean Professor Antony Morgan tick 
(or dance, as it transpires) and we hear from 
our Equality and Diversity Officer Adrian Lui, 
who explains how we make GCU a positive 
and supportive workplace.

Across the Atlantic, GCU New York hosted 
the latest in its Town Hall series, inviting Selby 
Drummond, Accessories Director at Vogue; and 
Jacques Panis, President of Shinola, to discuss 
American manufacturing and job creation.

We take a look at the redeveloped Glasgow 
campus following the completion of the £32 
million project, and the latest work of the 
UHatch hub and First Responders team.

We hope you enjoy the magazine.
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Mark Hogarth, Harris Tweed Hebrides Creative Director, 
helps fourth-year student Megan Young with her design. 
GCU Fashion Business students conceptualised and created 
a new range of official Harris Tweed products through a 
12-week project in partnership with Harris Tweed Hebrides. 
Mark challenged the students to design innovative garments 
and accessories which move the fabric into new markets. 
PHOTO: Pierre Guillemin.

The Big Picture

ON THE COVER: GCU Cultural Fellow, 
Glasgow artist Toby Paterson.
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We all have a part to play in the Student Experience Action Plan, as Nicole Cooke reports.

Plan is ready for action
Legend has it that when John 

F. Kennedy first visited NASA, 
he spotted a janitor fervently mopping 
the floor. Asked what he was doing, 
the janitor told the US President: 
“I’m helping put a man on the moon!”

It is this sense of collective 
responsibility that Professor Valerie 
Webster, Deputy Vice-Chancellor 
Academic, wants all staff to embrace 
when it comes to the student experience 
at GCU.

“If we want to deliver an excellent 
experience for our students, we need to 
look at every step of their journey and 
we must involve everyone on campus,” 
she says. “It’s about everybody at GCU 
viewing what they do with the student at 
the centre. The experience is the entire 
student journey, from their initial contact 
with the University to their graduation.”

Professor Webster is leading the 
University’s efforts to enhance the 
student experience through an initial 
three-year action plan.

“This encompasses everything – 
working with the Students’ Association, 
how timetables are organised, the 
classroom experience, assessment and 
feedback, our facilities and our campus.” 

The newly-formed Enhancing 
The Student Experience Steering Group 
has representation from across the 
University and is responsible for guiding 
the Student Experience Action Plan.

“Historically, our key actions have 
mainly been focused at a local level 
and, although we have made major 
improvements in our metrics over the 
past few years, we have not made the 
step change we need,” Professor Webster 
explains. “As one area or programme 
has become the focus, other areas have 
often slipped back. This time, we’re 
gathering the whole GCU community – 
professional services, student services, 
the academic schools, and the Students’ 
Association – to work together.”

The action plan will evolve to take 
into account all the completed work 
and new, emerging priorities.  

“Some of the actions will drop off 
and new actions will be added, 
we might even update 
the themes over time,” 
says Professor Webster. 

“Students have also 
told us they feel either 
they have no voice or we 
don’t respond to their 
module feedback. With 
this in mind, we piloted 
a new electronic module-
evaluation system last 
trimester, which worked well, 
meaning this trimester all 
students are required to 
complete an online evaluation 
for each of their modules. 
We asked staff to pause in 
class to encourage students 
to provide their feedback. 
By the end of this year, 
we will have evaluated 
all the modules at 

GCU, and fed the comments back to staff 
and students, so, for the next academic 
year, module evaluation will be fully 
embedded across the University, and this 
will drop off the action plan and we can 
move on to the next great idea or action 

“It’s about everybody 
at GCU viewing what 
they do with the 
student at the centre

Students first: Professor Valerie Webster.
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that someone in the University 
community has suggested.

“This isn’t a one-year action plan, 
as we have been used to in the past, 
it’s actually a permanent way of 
managing the student experience.”

The academic schools have also been 
tasked with producing interdependent 
action plans at programme levels and 
then at department or school level, 
as required.

“The school action plans address local 
issues. So, for example, if a programme 
has received a 60% satisfaction rate for 
teaching in the National Student Survey 
(NSS), we need to focus on why this is 
and what we are going to do to address it.

“These plans will be monitored 
through the School Boards, and the 
schools will report on progress at the 
Enhancing The Student Experience 
Steering Group meetings.”

Feedback from staff and students 
has helped to shape the action plan.

“We’ve tried to gather as much 
feedback as we can to inform what it is 
we need to do,” says Professor Webster. 
“For example, we’ve analysed the results 
of the past few NSS, we’ve consulted with 
students and the Students’ Association, 
and the academic schools have held local 
engagement sessions with their students. 

“It was also very important that we 
spoke to staff, so we met with academics 
and professional support staff, and we’ve 
had feedback from Senate and all of the 
University committees.”

Instead of focusing only on what isn’t 
working well, the Student Experience 
Action Plan also looks at what is working.

“There are lots of positive and great 
things happening at GCU, and it’s clear 
that a great many of our students have 
an excellent experience and feel part of 
a learning community, so it’s really 
important we build on that.”

The actions and activities have been 
collated under four key themes: student 
engagement; programme organisation, 
management and delivery; assessment 
and feedback; and the wider student 
experience. 

The Steering Group has already made 
significant progress in areas such as 
timetabling, mental health support, 
and module evaluation. 

“Timetabling was a source of negative 
comments in last year’s NSS,” says 
Professor Webster. “Our students told us 
they wanted their timetables earlier and 
to access them on their phone or tablet, 
so we began a major project to transform 
how we timetable classes. So far in this 
academic year, students have been given 
their timetables for semester A and B 
ahead of schedule, and they can 
download them from their phone or 
tablet, which they couldn’t do a year ago. 
I do, however, appreciate this has been a 
challenging year making such significant 
changes to how we timetable our 
academic provision.”

Professor Webster encourages staff 
to get involved in the project at both a 
University and a local level. “I’d like staff 
in the academic schools to engage with 
their local programme teams, to really 
make themselves part of ensuring that 
their programme is the best it can be. 
And I’d like all staff across the 
University to understand that by 
sharing their ideas and experience, 
they can influence what we do and 
make a difference. 

“By working together, we can 
change the perception of the 
quality of our experience, build our 

staff expertise and take a pride 
in our University and the fact 

we’re helping our students to 
reach their full academic 
potential while having a 
great overall experience.”

“ We can change the 
perception of the 
quality of our 
experience

GCU students Fraser 
Watson, Rebecca 
Sinclair and Keren 
Min Lee Ling.
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Cultural Fellow Toby Paterson talks to Lynn McGarry about the experiences that made him 
the artist he is today and how he uses them to engage with the students of GCU.

ART
an

dSOUL
It takes a special kind of artist to 

embrace the news that a wrecking 
ball is about to be swung through 
their work.

For Toby Paterson, GCU Cultural 
Fellow and Becks Futures Prize 
winner, learning that GCU’s campus 
redevelopment project included plans 
to create a link between the Saltire 
Centre and the George Moore building 
− and straight through Potential Forms, 
his first painting for the University − 
was a “dynamic opportunity that 
demonstrates the painting’s original idea: 
this is subject to changes of direction”.

“When I was first told that a hole 
might have to be cut through the 
painting, rather than be grumpy about 
it, I understood that, when you work 
in public spaces, things change,” says 

Toby. “The project has revolutionised the 
campus and, to continue to build GCU’s 
identity, it needed to integrate disparate 
buildings created over four decades.

“It’s such a productive link, 
symbolically joining the different parts 
of the University. I had no problem with 
punching a hole as long as I got to sort 
out the work afterwards. There was 
something dynamic about it. The artist 
Gordon Matta-Clark specialised in 
cutting holes in buildings – so this was 
my Gordon Matta-Clark moment and 

I actually like Potential Forms more now!”
The revisited Potential Forms has been 

joined in the new spaces by three new 
works by Toby – Our Routes, New 
Conjunction, and Cluster Relief (River). 

“I hope the works introduce another 
level of experience to the environment 
and become landmarks – not in the sense 
that there’s a big sculpture on a plinth to 
be venerated,” says Toby.

“I hope they work in an ambient way. 
They are placed so that you experience 
them as you move through the buildings 
and can be ignored as much as noticed, 
but subconsciously they will register.

“There’s also an element of time at 
work. I like the idea of work that sneaks 
into people’s experience and, if you took it 
away they would notice that the space is 
not as interesting as it was. The work has 

“My work becomes 
almost like 
punctuation marks
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no explicit message, it’s trying to work 
at an experiential level, stating that the 
experience of this place is of value. It’s 
another strand in GCU’s commitment 
to a quality of environment. 

“If they were taken off the wall and 
placed in a gallery, they would still be 
art works but they articulate the 
experience of the place differently to 
an architect’s plan for redeveloping a 
campus. They become almost like 
punctuation marks.”

Toby’s relationship with the campus 
stretches back to his own student days 
(when he’d skateboard around its then 
wide-open spaces), through the creation 
of Potential Forms in 2005 to becoming 
a Cultural Fellow in 2011.

“I’m the only visual artist on the 
Cultural Fellows programme and I was 
a bit jealous of the writers and musicians 
who could touch down directly through 
a workshop or a reading.

“It took a while to work out how I 
could engage through visual content 

and that eventually arose through 
contact with GCU’s graphic 

design and digital design 
students. I act almost as a 
client with a brief to create a 
collaborative project using my 
work as a jumping-off point. 
It becomes a complex thing 
for students to grapple with 
and I am hugely impressed 

by some amazing work.”

He adds: “I was adamant I wanted 
to work with students and any advice 
I’d give them is the advice I wish I’d been 
given  at 17 or 18: be as open minded 
as you have the energy to be and be 
prepared to be challenged. That relates 
to the type of institution that GCU is.

“It balances successfully its location 
and the fact that it draws a big part of 
its cohort from this part of the world 
with an incredibly national and 
international intake. The mix feels really 
good. The nature of the campus and the 
feeling of the culture make it possible for 
students to have this openness. I look 
back and see how narrow my experiences 
were when I began art school and many 
students may feel that as well, until they 
start university.

“Engaging with GCU is a real 
opportunity for that to open up. My life 
went off in another direction when I took 
a leap of faith and studied in Chicago, 
but students needn’t take a physical leap 
of faith, it can be a cultural or intellectual 
one. The conditions at GCU are 
increasingly right for that approach to 
be open to students and young people.

“The more you are open to new 
experiences and ideas, the more you 
get and the more you put back out. 
As I get older, I try to have the doors 
open as wide as possible.”

Or swing a wrecking ball 
through them.

Toby’s artwork in the University's Saltire Centre.



Landmark Heart of the Campus redevelopment is complete.

The future is now
The Heart of the Campus project, 

GCU’s £32million inspiring 
investment in the student experience, 
saw external work completed during 
the summer of 2016.

The ambitious two-year 
redevelopment project has transformed 
the University’s city-centre campus, 
creating outstanding learning spaces 
and social areas.

The landmark project has introduced 
exciting new elements to GCU’s estate, 
including a 500-seat lecture hall and 
conference facility, a suite of stylish 
seminar rooms and a floor dedicated 
to Student Services, the Campus Life 
Lounge. Other new facilities include 
a contemporary restaurant, a student-

focused café and lounge, and a striking 
glass pavilion, which provides a 
defined point of entry to the campus. 
Outdoor space has also been revitalised 
with three landscaped courtyard 
gardens while connections 
between buildings, and 
accessibility routes, 
have been improved.

The Heart of the 
Campus also 
included the 

8

IN FOCUS

migration of staff and research students 
from rented accommodation in nearby 
Buchanan House back to the campus, 
which involved a complex series of 
moves and refurbishments.

When the Heart of the Campus 
project began in 2014, it was a bold 
and dynamic vision for the future.

Now, GCU’s modern and vibrant 
city-centre campus has been enriched 
with state-of-the-art facilities that 
will allow the University to retain its 
competitive position against other 
higher-education institutions.

The redevelopment was spearheaded 
by GCU’s Estates and Facilities 
Management Department and the 
main contractor was Robertson, 
one of the UK’s largest independent 
construction companies.

The Heart of the Campus project 
was a key part of the Campus Futures 
initiative, an ongoing programme of 
works aimed at upgrading the GCU 
estate. The campus was further 
enhanced in December 2016 with 
the completion of overcladding and 
the installation of new windows at 
the Hamish Wood building.
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Ryan McFadden looks at the work being done to address gender-based violence.

The perfect response
On a November morning in 

GCU’s Campus Life lounge, 
the University’s First Responders 
team marked the United Nations’ 
International Day for the Elimination 
of Violence Against Women.

They did this by offering staff and 
students the opportunity to find out 
about the work they do to advise 
victims of gender-based violence. 

Nicole Jackson, Student Wellbeing 
Advisor at GCU, has been involved with 
the University’s working group since its 
inception, operating with colleagues at 
the University of Glasgow, the Students 
Association at GCU, Police Scotland 
and Rape Crisis Scotland, on developing 
gender-based violence training across 
the two campuses.

The policy which Nicole and her 
colleagues are working on will be the 
first of its kind in Scotland. As Nicole 
explains, the work of the group reaches 
beyond writing policy. 

“One of our biggest challenges is the 

sensitivities in promoting the service,” 
she says. “We saw a rise in disclosures 
after the launch.” 

The scheme involves volunteers from 
across the University who have given 
up their time to train in first-responder 
techniques in workshops run with Rape 
Crisis Scotland. There are currently 13 
staff first responders at GCU, with plans 
to train more.  Everyone involved has the 
same role: volunteers are there to advise, 
signposting people to organisations who 
can provide further support. 

“Sessions with first responders are 
completely confidential,” Nicole adds. 
“We don’t record anything beyond the 
gender of the students who visit us. 
We listen actively and, where 
appropriate, refer them to organisations 
that provide further support.”

Research has shown that most 
students in the United Kingdom 
know someone who has experienced 
situations of gender-based violence. 
Last October, Universities UK published 

recommendations on dealing with 
violence against women, harassment and 
hate crimes against students. The report 
was circulated to all universities. 

As Kathryn Dawson, Sexual Violence 
Coordinator at Rape Crisis Scotland, 
explains: “Sexual violence and all other 
forms of gender-based violence affects 
all society, not only universities. However, 
universities have a very important role to 
play in ensuring safety and promoting 
gender equality.” 

Jackie Main, Director of Student 
Life at GCU and lead First Responder, 
is ambitious for the project and would 
like to see the training and information 
sessions rolled out to sports clubs 
and societies. 

“In the working group, we always 
say that if just one person is affected by 
gender-based violence that is one person 
too many,” she says. “People might not 
have someone they can talk to. We are 
a completely neutral face; you will find 
no judgement from us.” 

GCU's team of First 
Responders.
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UHatch helps GCU student launch innovative 'Tinder-style' job-search app.

Make a date with a job
GCU’s business accelerator UHatch 

continues to foster success.
The hub, an entrepreneurial initiative 

designed to support students, staff and 
alumni develop their business skills and 
start up their own organisations, aims to 
unearth the next Mark Zuckerberg or 
Michelle Mone by providing access to 
detailed knowledge, increasing contact 
networks  and offering support in a 
number of other areas.

Lewis Pour, an Advanced Internetwork 
Engineering Masters student at GCU, 
is the latest beneficiary of the hub’s 
expertise. He and friend Zane Powell 
are about to launch UniJobApp, 
an application and website dedicated 
to helping students and graduates find 
relevant internships, work placements 
and full-time jobs. Its functionality is 
based on popular dating app Tinder.

“We were able 
to offer early-
stage support 
for this 
company, 
which has 

allowed them to develop and progress 
their business ideas quicker and more 
effectively,” says Professor Bruce Wood, 
academic lead for UHatch. “It is really 
amazing to see this company develop 
so quickly.”

Lewis adds: “Rather than just ticking 
boxes, our app allows students to 
filter the industries they want to work 
in, using the key skills they actually 
have. Likewise, it gives businesses 
the opportunity to find the talent 
that often has to look down south 
for employment.

“Small businesses sometimes lack 
the wherewithal to effectively market 
themselves and this app will allow 
a more genuine interaction between 
those in business and those wanting 
to get a foot in the door.”

The app will be made 
available for download 
via the App Store 
with the addition 

of a supporting 

website. A Facebook page has already 
been established to promote the app 
and has attracted 1,200 followers.

UniJobApp is the first app of its kind 
to solely target the Scottish graduate 
market and has already attracted 
attention from investors, including 
first-series Apprentice hopeful-turned-
successful entrepreneur, Raj Dhonota, 
who has invested £87,000 into the 
app so far.

“I decided to invest in UniJobApp 
for two main reasons,” he says. “First, 
I felt that it was an exciting proposition 
that has the ability to transform the way 
graduates are recruited and positions 
are filled. Secondly, I felt that Zane and 
Lewis had the right level of motivation 
and maturity to realise the venture's 
fullest potential. They are making great 
progress already and will have a great 

foundation to launch this year.”
One silent investor has also 

financed the app, while £1,000 
has been awarded from the 

Santander Universities 
Entrepreneurial Fund to 
help grow the business.
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Lewis Pour, right, and 
Zane Powell.
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Dr Jackie Riley talks about how GCU is equipping a future generation to assess the risks 
and combat the threat of attack in a digital age.  Chris Fitzgerald reports.

Taking a huge byte  
out of cybercrime

Online gaming is a pastime enjoyed 
by millions of people around the 

world. The last thing players expect, 
from the safety of their own home, 
is to be the victim of an attack.

But that is exactly what happened 
to owners of Minecraft last year, a game 
enjoyed by more than 23 million people 
globally, with 998,000 online at any 
given minute of the day.

The game’s servers were hit by a 
‘botnet’ − a digital ‘denial-of-service’ 
attack that caused them to collapse. 
As is the case with most of these 
offensives, the perpetrators remain 
unidentified.

Popular social media network Twitter 
and music-streaming site Spotify were 
also hit by copycat attacks, leaving 
users unable to access the services.

This is just one example of cybercrime 
methodology, which, according to 
Dr Jackie Riley − Assistant Head of 
Department, Computer Networking 
and Security − can range from being 
“inconvenient to disastrous”.

“Your email could be compromised, 
making your data vulnerable to being 
stolen; or organisations can find their 
systems under attack and disabled if they 
do not pay a ransom,” she says. “At the 
top end of the spectrum, our national 
infrastructure could be compromised, 
leading to mass power shortages.”

While Jackie believes everyone is 
at risk to cybercrime, she stresses two 
groups are more vulnerable than most.

“Often it is the over 60s who are most 
exposed as, while they are engaging with 
the digital age, they are not sufficiently 
aware to protect themselves from 
being scammed.

“Children are at risk, too, as they 
are playing more multiplayer games 
connected through the internet and 
are inherently trusting.”

As more and more devices are 
connected to the internet, the scope 
for criminals is increasing.

“The internet of things, as we call it, 
means that not only computers and 
networks in the traditional sense are 
at risk, but smart devices, washing 
machines, home CCTV and smart 
meters are all targets and can be 
exploited,” adds Jackie.

The problem seems clear. Global 
cybercrime is now at an industrial scale 
and is estimated to be costing $700bn 
annually. It is branded one of the top 
four risks to UK national security and 
in November last year the Government 
published its National Cyber Security 
Strategy, with the Cabinet Office 
declaring £1.9billion has been 
invested in combating the threat.

Efficient defences are needed like 
never before and Jackie says cyber 
security is definitely the answer − 

the protection of all networks, computers, 
computer programmes and devices. 

“It is often the successful attacks that 
are made public,” Jackie says. “Many will 
know about the high-profile attacks on 
companies such as TalkTalk, for instance, 
but, behind the scenes, many are working 
to prevent these attacks.” 

In a bid to ensure future generations 
are equipped to deal with the ever-
growing threat, GCU has tailored three 
undergraduate programmes related to 
this field. 

The first focuses on the fundamental 
basis of how all our devices are linked and 
how they can be secured and protected 
(BEng Network Systems Engineering, 
soon to be renamed BEng Computer 
Networking).

The second covers the security of 
networks, software and mobile devices, 
including analysis of the forensics 
to track vulnerabilities and detect 
criminal activities (BEng Digital 
Security, Forensics and Ethical Hacking, 
soon to be renamed BEng Digital 
Security and Forensics).

The third programme is a hybrid 
of the other two, combining network 
infrastructure and digital security analysis 
(BSc Cyber security and Networks).

“So, as you can see, it is a broad-
ranging topic,” Jackie says.

“Our graduates are often recruited as 
penetration testers − they are employed 
to probe a company’s network and web Cyber security pays: Dr Jackie Riley.

“Our national 
infrastructure could 
be compromised
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pages to detect any vulnerabilities 
and then help fix these and secure 
the company.  Others are looking at 
methodologies, not to protect, but to 
forensically investigate mobile devices 
and aid the police in solving crimes.” 

Jackie has been at GCU for 23 
years, having originally trained as a 
mathematician specialising in operational 
research. Far from being a vocational 
calling, Jackie’s role in managing the 
Networking and Cyber Security team 
came about by chance. 

“The move to networking and 
security has evolved through University 
restructuring, necessitating me to adapt 
and focus on other areas,” she explains. 
“I am fortunate that the analytical skills 
I have can be applied to a wide range 
of applications.”

Jackie believes work to promote 
cyber security in secondary schools 
is also leading to increased academic 
interest in the area.

“The recent launch of Cyber National 
progression awards for schools is helping 

to spark more of an interest. Any school 
pupils looking for an exciting, booming 
industry to work in need look no further 
than digital security to protect against 
cybercrime.”

She is also encouraged by the 
number of females wanting to take 
up the subject field.

“Gender balance in STEM [science, 
technology, engineering and maths] 
subjects is always an issue, but there 
are signs of improvement, particularly 
in the digital security area.” 



David Christie meets two entrepreneurial GCU London Fashion Business Creation students 
who are making their dreams reality thanks to a unique initiative delivered by retailTRUST.

Fashion means business

Ninety per cent of retail business 
start-ups fail. So why bother?

“If you don’t try, you’ll never know 
if you can be in the 10%,” says GCU 
London MSc Fashion Business Creation 
student Blair Clarke.

The 27-year-old is an optimist, yes, 
but she’s also a pragmatist. “Knowing 
the failure rate is a motivator, too. 
It means I will do all the research and 
learn everything I can to make it a 
success. There will be lots of tears 
and tiring nights, but that’s fine as 
I’m pursuing my passion.”

This pursuit has seen Blair pack up 
her job co-ordinating finance conferences 
and swap her Harlem home for London 
as she aims to launch her own online 
fashion business simultaneously in the 
USA and UK, inspired by the stylings of 
her eccentric grandmother.

“She was such an individual, so I’d take 
things from her closet and mix things,” 
she says. “I remember there was this 
electric-blue blazer with colourful 
embroidery which, at the time, I thought 
was so trendy, but, when I think back, 
I’d never wear now. Still, I love the fact 
I was bold enough to walk out of the 
house with it on. 

“Choosing clothes and styling has 
defined who I am.

“My business is still in the pre-launch 
phase and my next goal is to identify 
the brands I want to stock. 

“I’ve also been considering a mobile 
app element, a ‘Tinder for fashion’ 
if  you like. I want to provide visual 
inspiration and stimulation. 

“I’ve learned so much already  

at GCU and it’s all helping me to tailor 
and develop the concept so, when I 
launch, I’m ready.”

Fellow student Martha Rodriguez, 
31, also harbours hopes of developing a 
global business, inspired by her native 
Philippines. It is there she established 
Vesti, a social enterprise showcasing 
handwoven fabrics from Mindanao 
through bespoke handbags.

“Mindanao is an island with so much 
misconception, always associated 
with war and conflict,” Martha says. 
“I am proud to be from Mindanao as it 
is home to a vibrant and rich weaving 
culture and history. These weavers 
are proud, skilled artisans who 
struggle to earn a living and I 
want to uplift the lives of the 
weavers through education, 
healthcare and job 
placements. My aim is to 
showcase their work to 
the world and put their 
products centre-stage.”

To achieve this, 
Martha has left her 
family in the Philippines 
and started studying at 
GCU’s British School  
of Fashion. 

“The University’s 
mission for the Common 
Good, enabling positive 
change in communities, 
resonates with me and 
my brand’s social advocacy.

“I have never 
been away from 
home 

before, but the University, through 
student activities and the strong support 
system, has made me feel at home. It has 
been easy to adapt to the lifestyle change 
and even the erratic weather. It has been 
such a privilege to meet successful 
entrepreneurs who have shared their 
stories and have been fearlessly living 
their dreams. And having top fashion 
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“I've learned so 
much already at 
GCU and it's helping 
me develop

experts as professors has made me 
think critically and aim for more.”

Martha and Blair are the first 
recipients of the retailRIGHT 
scholarships, part of a new partnership 
between the British School of Fashion, 
retailTRUST and Hammerson. 

retailRIGHT is a career-development 
initiative delivered by retailTRUST, 
a leading charity which looks after 
the wellbeing of the 4.5million 
people working in retail in 
the UK. 

Hammerson are an owner, manager 
and developer of retail destinations in 
Europe, with a portfolio including 21 
prime shopping centres in the UK 
and France.  

Together, they have created a package 
of support which includes scholarships, 
mentoring, seed funding and access to 
pop-up shop space, all with the aim of 
helping students become successful 
fashion entrepreneurs.

For both Blair and Martha, the support 
is much more than financial assistance. 
“I’m a great believer that things happen 
for a reason and it reinforced that this is 
what I was born to be doing,” says Blair. 

“The scholarship is really an answered 
prayer,” adds Martha. “It has 

given me that extra boost 
of confidence to keep 

going and make my 
dream a reality.”
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“ Through our innovative 
partnership we will give 
aspiring entrepreneurs 
access to training, mentoring, 
funding and prime retail 
space to help kick start their 
own fashion retail business. 
Over the next five years  
we hope our partnership, 
in collaboration with industry 
experts, will help to launch 
the careers of some of the 
next top fashion leaders  
and innovators.”

Amy Prendergast, Head of 
Vocational and Career 
Development at retailTRUST

“Our programme has been 
designed in collaboration with 
leading fashion businesses to 
reflect the unique nature of 
starting up a business in retail, 
where students will gain great 
insight into the strategies and 
practices that are key in 
developing and sustaining a 
successful fashion business.”

Professor Christopher Moore, 
Director of the British School 
of Fashion

Blair Clarke, far left, and Martha 
Rodriguez are looking to 

develop a global business.

“The scholarship  
really is an  
answered prayer



Dr Carol Emslie talks to Roisin-Alana Di Giacomo about why the media is still punishing 
women for their drinking habits and why the alcohol industry should take more responsibility.

Battling pour perceptions

“Who decides what’s right and 
what’s wrong? Whose view 

of the world is accepted as ‘natural’ 
and ‘normal’ by others? Who defines 
gender roles and our expectations of 
how men and women should behave? 
It is about society and power,” says 
Dr Carol Emslie, Reader within the 
School of Health and Life Sciences 
and lead of the Substance Use and 
Misuse Research Group at GCU.

Questioning power and seeking to 
better understand society has been the 
focus of Carol’s academic career since its 
beginning, when, as an undergraduate 
sociology student, lecturers urged her 
to question the motivation of influential 
elites. These lessons ignited her curiosity 
and continue to impact upon her 
research and teaching. 

“A lot of strands that I am still 
interested in derive from asking 
questions; questions which I continue 
to ask of our students; such as whose 
interest does it serve if you don’t engage 
with current affairs?” says Carol.

As a medical sociologist, who looks 
at the social aspects of health rather than 
the biological, Carol is interested in how 
gender roles impact upon health, given 
that these are potentially changeable. 

From her PhD, which examined 
whether there were differences in 
men and women’s health when they 
worked in the same organisation, 
to examining men’s experiences of 
coronary heart disease, cancer and 
depression, Carol’s focus on gender 
dominates much of her research. 

She joined GCU in 2012 to focus 
on alcohol research. Since then, 
she has led research on drinking 
within the LGBT community in 
Scotland, on which previously 
little academic work had focused. 
The study conducted by Carol and her 
colleagues Jemma Lennox and Dr Lana 
Ireland, and funded by Scottish Health 

Action on Alcohol Problems (SHAAP), 
drew attention to the role alcohol 
plays in the lives and identities of the 
LGBT community.

In her most recent study, conducted 
alongside academics from the University 
of Glasgow, the researchers found that 
the media stigmatised women’s drinking. 
It provided evidence that women’s binge 
drinking was given more media coverage 
and was presented as problematic, 
despite men drinking more in reality. 
As a subject, it received widespread 
media coverage and, somewhat ironically, 
the story was illustrated by images of 
drunken women. 

“Statistically, men still drink more than 
women, are more likely to drink heavily, 
and more likely to die from alcohol-
related causes, and while the gender 
gap in alcohol consumption is narrowing, 
the media’s disproportionate focus on 
women’s drinking skews reality.” 

Carol explains that this could mask 
or even create health problems if 
the population’s drinking habits 
are misrepresented in the media, 
with twice as many men as women 
in Scotland dying from alcohol-related 
causes every year. 

“Women’s drinking has always been 
seen as a threat to the social order in 
a way that men’s has not. Women are 
judged more harshly for their actions if 
they have been drinking, while men are 
more likely to be excused if they have 
been drinking. 

“We need to move away from thinking 
that drinking is a young person’s problem. 
In policy terms, we have to discuss 
alcohol in relation to the wider 
population. As researchers, what we’re 

aiming to do is to get the whole 
population to look at their drinking 

and to reduce it rather than 
blaming particular sections of 
society. We need to talk about 
alcohol consumption and 
consider debates which are 
central to this, such as legislation 
to change alcohol pricing.”

Changing Scotland’s 
relationship with alcohol has been 
at the forefront of policy issues 
for the Scottish Government, 
which describes the alcohol 
problem as so significant that 
ground-breaking measures are 

required. Alcohol-related deaths, 
although declining in Scotland, 

continue to be almost twice those of 
England and Wales according to statistics 
(Beeston et al., 2014). Measures such as 
the implementation of the Alcohol 

“Changing culture and 
attitudes is difficult 
to achieve
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(Minimum Pricing) (Scotland) Act 
2012, which is on hold due to the legal 
challenge led by the Scotch Whisky 
Association, is one such policy that the 
Government hopes will address the 
country’s drinking culture. 

“The proposal to introduce a minimum 
unit price for alcohol is a brave thing 
to do,” says Carol.  “Changing culture 
and attitudes is difficult to achieve. 
However, at the time, the smoking ban 
in public places was not popular and 
here we are 10 years later with impressive 
health benefits due to this legislation and 
huge popular support for it. I think that 
those in power must have political 

courage and the public need to consider 
in whose interest it serves to retain the 
status quo. 

“Why is the Scotch Whisky 
Association, which represents global 
alcohol producers such as Diageo, 
leading this challenge against minimum 
unit pricing? Other alcohol producers, 
such as the company which makes 
Tennent’s lager, are backing minimum 
unit pricing. The best academic evidence 
shows that increasing price is one of 
the most effective ways to reduce harm 
from alcohol. It is hard not to conclude 
that the Scotch Whisky Association is 

prioritising profits over the health of the 
Scottish people.”

Carol remains optimistic that change 
will come through legislation in favour of 
people’s health and only hopes that this 
change comes sooner rather than later. 

Away from GCU, Carol admits that, 
as a sociologist, it is difficult to switch off. 
“It’s the way you see the world and to 
some extent you are never removed 
from that. When I’m with friends and 
we’re talking about drinking, I’m thinking 
that’s interesting.” 
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Town Hall series welcomes Shinola President.

Talking heads
GCU New York recently hosted a 

conversation as part of its ongoing 
Fair Fashion Center Town Hall series, 
focused on American manufacturing 
and job creation.

The discussion was moderated by 
Selby Drummond, Accessories Director 
at Vogue, and featured Jacques Panis, 
President of Shinola, a leader in modern, 
handcrafted watches, bicycles, leather 
goods, journals and pet accessories.

Jacques, with more than 10 years’ 
experience in marketing and branding, 
brought his perspective on fostering skill 
at scale, the preservation of craft and 
the beauty of industry. During the 
dialogue, he discussed Shinola’s focus on 
investment in the American workforce, 
and the company’s dedication to creating 
quality products that are built to last in a 
world that is too-often focused on cheap 
production and quick profits.

The evening began with a presentation 
given by Jacques on Shinola’s roots in 
Detroit and what motivated the company 
to focus their operations in the city 
long recognised as a manufacturing 
metropolis.

“Manufacturing in this country is at 
a turning point, and Shinola is proud to 
support the movement to revive this part 
of our country’s history,” said Jacques. 
“We believe it’s imperative for companies 
to prioritise quality over quantity, and 
workforce investment over fast profits, 
with the unified mission to reinvigorate 
American manufacturing.”

Cara Smyth, Vice President of GCU 
New York, said she was “thrilled” to  
kick off the 2017 Town Hall series 
with Jacques and Selby.

She added: “Jacques has been an 
instrumental partner to the Fair Fashion 
Center, helping to guide our vision of 

creating an industry that is a respectful, 
regenerative ecosystem that supports 
people, planet and profits. The fashion 
industry’s commitment to employment 
opportunities and job creation both in 
America and throughout the world is 
a critically important conversation, 
and we are pleased to provide an open 
forum to share best practices and 
enact change.”

GCU NY’s Town Hall series gathers 
a range of leaders from various 
industries and organisations to offer 
different perspectives on sustainable 
development, job creation and identifying 
new solutions for the apparel industry 
and beyond. The driving force of the 
series is to unite professors and 
professionals with industry experts to 
facilitate new learning incorporating 
profitability with ethical, environmental 
and social considerations.
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Adrian Lui, Equality and Diversity Advisor, explains why we all have a role to play in ensuring 
GCU is a positive and supportive environment for students and staff.

Strength in diversity
In a nutshell, what is equality and 
diversity (E&D)?
It’s about treating people with dignity 
and respect; not discriminating 
because of someone’s sex, gender 
identity, disability, sexual orientation, 
religion or belief, race or age.

You are the face of E&D at GCU. 
What does your role involve?
I provide advice on E&D, help set the 
direction and support the achievement 
of our plan, which is called the Equality 
Outcomes Framework. I work closely 
with a wide range of people – managers, 
lecturers and the teams who look after 
the student experience, including the 
Students’ Association and the Campus 
Life team. I offer practical help and 
solutions if a school or department 
want to ensure that they are 
being inclusive, or if someone 
feels discriminated against, 
for example. On a broader 
scale, my role is to engage 
and motivate everyone at 
GCU on E&D issues. There is 
a network of E&D Champions 
across GCU who provide that 
local link. I engage with staff, 
students and leaders at all 
levels to reinforce the 
message that there is 
a collective responsibility.

What does GCU already do to 
promote and support E&D?
If you look for it, you will see that 
we embed E&D in everything we 
do: the Common Good mission, 
our Values, and the ethos of making 
a positive difference to people and 
communities – it’s in our DNA. 
There are plenty of examples: 
our work on widening access; 
research into ageing; our award-winning 
support for disabled students; our track 

record on gender equality, including 
representation of females at senior 
levels; our Athena SWAN Bronze 
accreditation; and the work of the 
WiSE Centre. Many of our programmes 
have E&D built in to the curriculum, 
to encourage students to recognise 
that people have different needs and 
circumstances. Whichever career 
they choose, they will be working 

with people from diverse backgrounds, 
so this helps ensure their effectiveness 
in their chosen profession. You will 
find much more information on 
what we do on our Equality website 
www.gcu.ac.uk/equality

Why is it important that equality 
and diversity be an organisational 
priority?
Quite simply, if it wasn’t, we wouldn’t 
be able to deliver an effective service. 
We must be responsive to and 
representative of those we are trying 
to serve and have staff who understand 
and are mindful of their needs. If we 
didn’t embrace E&D issues and try 
to understand what it’s like from a 
disability perspective or from an 
LGBT perspective, for example, 
we’d struggle to meet our strategy 
goals. The University exists to give 
people opportunities; considering a 
diverse range of views in what we 
teach or how we make our decisions 
is integral to our success.

What role can staff play in further 
embedding equality and diversity 
at GCU?
Every person has a role to play 
and I encourage people to look at 
how E&D relates to them. If you 
are implementing a policy, for 
example, make sure it’s inclusive; 
when producing a document or 
writing for the web, be mindful 
of accessibility issues; when 

designing an advert, be mindful 
of the imagery and language used. 

On a broader level, it is about 
having respect for people in our 
day-to-day interactions. The more 
we do this, it will become second 
nature. Staff and students can find out 
more or get involved by contacting 
equality@gcu.ac.uk  
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Clinical Professor of Sexual Health and HIV Claudia Estcourt talks to Roisin-Alana Di Giacomo 
about advances in medicine and how they're transforming how we live our lives.

Life isn’t black and white

If Professor Claudia Estcourt had had 
her wish, she would have been a 

vet rather than a doctor. However, 
an allergy to animal hair forced her, at 
the age of eight, to focus on doing what 
she describes as “the next best thing” 
and pursue a career in medicine.

This decision led her to the University 
of Newcastle and, following graduation, 
Claudia spent a significant period of her 
early career working within different 
healthcare systems in Paris, London 
and Sydney.

With family connections in Glasgow, 
Claudia is no stranger to the city and, 
when an opportunity arose to work with 
GCU’s Professor Paul Flowers, Public 
Health Psychologist within the School 
of Health and Life Sciences, Claudia was 
keen to align their research interests.

In 2016, she took up her new post 
where she leads the University’s Sexual 
Health and Blood Borne Virus research 
team, while continuing to practise as a 
clinical consultant in the city’s Sandyford 
Sexual Health Services.

“Patient care is just one element of 
what we do as clinical practitioners,” 
says Claudia. “We are dealing with 
public-health issues, such as 
transmission and prevention, and trying 
to keep people well. It’s not just about 
treating the individual; it’s also about 
educating and informing patients, 
their partners and our communities.” 

Claudia began working in sexual 
health and HIV when the prognosis 
and patient outcomes were not as 
positive as they are today.

“I was first introduced to sexual 
health and HIV medicine at a time that 
coincided with the arrival of HIV and 
I was completely gripped. On the one 
hand, within sexual health, I was looking 
after a group of people with mostly 
curable STIs, whom you could cure and 
make feel an awful lot better by being 
open and non-judgemental, while at the 

other end of the spectrum, there were 
patients with HIV who were very sick 
and dying.

“In those days, the treatments we had 
available for HIV were short-lasting or 
had horrific side effects. Half of my week 
was spent dealing with people who had 
a virus that wasn’t fully understood 
and presented massive clinical and 
research challenges.” 

HIV is now a long-term, manageable 
condition and far from the death 
sentence that it once was. However, 
Claudia admits that it still a serious issue. 
In the UK, around 6,000 people are 
diagnosed every year with more people 
than ever living with the condition due 
to medical advancements.

“When I see patients today, their 
diagnosis is much more manageable 
and their life expectancy is the same 
as those living without the condition,” 
she says. “Though HIV is full of surprises; 
we expect the unexpected, but for most 
people, it is a treatable infection and 
can be managed.”

It seems a world away from the 
80s and 90s when the stigma and 
diagnosis meant something very 
different. A number of films of late 
have captured this period, which 
Claudia remembers all too well.

“For my generation, films like Pride 
and Dallas Buyers Club are very poignant. 
It is a throwback to when people could be 
alive, vigorous and beautiful, then, a few 
years later; we would be admitting them 
with overwhelming infections, as their 
immune systems crumbled. Sometimes 
this was at the time they were diagnosed 
with HIV, as they had been so very late in 

their infection − whereas now we have 
so much reason for optimism.”

Statistics show that cases of sexually 
transmitted infections, such as 
chlamydia, syphilis and gonorrhoea, are 
either static or on the rise due to multiple 
factors. Young people, particularly those 
under 25, remain the group most at risk 
of being diagnosed with a bacterial STI 
such as chlamydia, and there are high 
rates of STI (including HIV) infections 
among men who have sex with men.

“Anyone can get an STI but, if you do, 
it’s not the end of the world,” Claudia 
advises, with her clinician’s hat on. 

“We know that young people are at 
the peak age of STI acquisition, having 
had a number of relationships over a 
period of time. Not everyone uses a 
condom one hundred per cent – we’re all 
human. The important message is: every 
time you have a change of sexual partner, 
or a new sexual partner, or at least once 
year, if you are sexually active, get tested, 
and nowadays that could not be easier.”

The research team is focused on how 
the use of e-health and self-management 
can address what is a recognised 
public-health priority. From testing to 
diagnosis through to online clinical 
management, it is hoped that better 
access to healthcare, as provided by 
online options, can improve diagnosis 
and patient outcomes. In addition to this, 
Claudia’s  team, and Professor Flowers’ 
team, is developing interventions for 
the community by reaching out to the 
sexual partners of those diagnosed 
with STIs and to groups who statistically 
have higher rates of infection and 
transmission.

Claudia is clinical and practical when 
she discusses the challenges, the current 
statistics, and patients’ prognosis, but, 
when she speaks about her patients, 
she is compassionate and keen to help 
people in Glasgow and further afield in 
South Africa.

“Anyone can get an  
STI, but it's not the 
end of the world
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“If you thought that life was black 
and white, you wouldn’t be an STI and 
HIV doctor or researcher,” she says. 
“The people I work with are fascinating 
and brilliant because they want to make 
a change and improve people’s life. 
There are always new advances in 
medicine and you are always learning, 
as it’s very multi-disciplinary. With HIV, 
for example, we couldn’t have predicted 

that 20 years ago we would be where we 
are today with such effective treatment 
and prevention possibilities. It’s the 
novelty of medicine − it’s captivating, 
and there are always new problems to 
sort out.”

21

IN PROFILE



22

IN PROFILE

GCU London Dean Antony Morgan is having capital impact. Craig G Telfer reports.

Taking the right steps
Professor Antony Morgan has thrown 

himself into the role of Dean of GCU 
London. Having originally taken on the 
position on an interim basis in January 
2016, he was awarded the post in 
October of the same year and is 
determined to create an environment 
where people can thrive.

“I always liked managing a team and 
finding ways for talented people to grow,” 
he says, explaining why he took the 
post. “There has been a steep learning 
curve – even if you’ve got vast experience 
of working in organisations, each one has 
its own peculiarities and idiosyncrasies 
and you have to find out how it works 
and how to come up with solutions. 
I enjoy that.

“The Common Good is one of the 
reasons why I’m here – I believe in the 
Common Good and our ability as a higher 
education-institution to contribute to 
society. That’s got to be the bottom line 
for me. Whatever we do, we have to think 
about what impact we have on our local 
environment, here in Tower Hamlets 
for example, and the wider society, 
whether that’s in the UK or further afield. 
Working together with colleagues in 
Glasgow to develop opportunities for 
the Common Good has got to be 
a high priority.”

Antony has enjoyed a wide and varied 
career in public health. Despite having 
trained as an applied chemist, he moved 
into the NHS in the early 80s and took on 
a number of posts at local, regional and 
national level. Antony had roles at the 
National Institute for Health and Care 
Excellence (NICE) and the World Health 
Organisation (WHO) before joining 
GCU London on a part-time secondment 
from NICE in 2012 until 2015.

“I was interested in teaching and 
giving something back to the next 
generation of public health professionals,” 
Antony says on his move from industry 
to academia. “I want my students to 
think about how they can contribute 

to creating a world that allows people 
to grow, be successful and have good 
health and wellbeing, irrespective of 
where they come from and what their 
background is.”

He describes public health as 
“the science and art of helping people 
to do well for themselves and others 
to foster happy and healthy lives". 
“Understanding the societal concerns 
necessary to facilitate this is at the core 
of what we teach at GCU, and it links 
back with the Common Good,” he adds.

Antony, who joined GCU London 
on a full-time basis in 2015, talks 
enthusiastically about his colleagues 
and their willingness to make the campus 
the best it can be. “The size of the 
campus helps facilitate conversations 
and opens up all sorts of possibilities 
for cross-disciplinary working. The links 
that many of my colleagues have with 
industry is second to none, and this 
supports our ability to provide a great 
student experience and open up 
opportunities for future employment 
prospects.”

Away from work, Antony enjoys 
spending time in the countryside, 
going to the theatre and writing poetry. 
His great passion, however, is flamenco 
dancing, which he studied intensively 
in the 90s and 2000s. He has even 
donned his flamenco boots in public – 
but you’d have to ask him for the 
specifics.

“I’m probably the most famous 
flamenco dancer from Rochdale,” he 
laughs. “It’s a great way to relax, in a 
stomping sort of way, and put work aside 
for a moment. Taking dance classes in 
Seville and Granada in Spain has also 

opened up work connections – my 
colleagues from the University of Seville 
and the Andalusian School of Public 
Health are always a little bit stunned, 
amused and perturbed by my Spanish 
dancing skillset!”

Looking to the future, Antony is keen 
to embrace the challenges facing GCU 
London. “The whole higher-education 
sector is going through difficulties 
around student numbers, particularly 
international students,” he says. “The vast 
majority of students at GCU London are 
international and we’ve got to continually 
find innovative ways of making the 
campus as desirable and attractive an 
option for people looking to study in 
London. Colleagues, particularly those 
in professional services, have worked 
hard to reverse the downward trend in 
applications and we have strategies 
in place to continue this.”

Antony is also looking to ensure 
that GCU London finds ways of 
fostering stronger links between 
the London campus and Glasgow. 
“Strong partnerships are imperative to 
our growth and success,” he explains. 
“Finding ways of working together so that 
GCU London is seen as part of the family 
can only be a good thing for everyone.”

“I'm probably the most 
famous flamenco 
dancer from Rochdale
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Professor Morgan at the GCU London 
graduation ceremony in November.
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Chris Fitzgerald talks to Dr Ryan Gibson about pushing the boundaries of augmented reality.

When worlds collide 
A strange phenomenon gripped 

the world’s technology-loving 
population last year. It saw hordes 
of people, of all ages, shuffling along 
city streets and country lanes alike, 
staring doggedly at their mobile 
devices, occasionally exclaiming: 
“I’ve got one!”

This was Pokemon Go, an augmented 
reality game from Niantic Labs that 
requires the player to follow GPS 
co-ordinates to a real-world location 
and, once there, use their phone screen 
to capture a digitally-generated creature.

The game was downloaded a reported 
500 million times in 2016 and brought 
the concept of augmented reality into 
the mainstream, a concept that is 
perhaps best broadly described as 
the integration of digital graphics into 
real-world environments.

GCU’s Dr Ryan Gibson is one of 
many academics excited by its potential. 
He recently received a Scottish Funding 
Council Innovation Voucher to research 
and develop an augmented-reality 
headset with Moray-based designer 
Everwood Interactive.

“Previously, when discussing 
augmented reality, it has been 
in the context of providing enhanced 
digital visual information through 
an external device, such as 
a smartphone,” he says.

“We are looking to push 
this on to the next stage. 
We want to develop a 
camera-based, wearable 
head-mounted display 
platform, consisting of both 
hardware and software 
components. The idea is that 
camera-captured video will be 
obtained from the user’s field of view 
and perspective. This will then be 
analysed and enhanced electronically, 
and will present the augmented reality 
onto a display in front of the user’s eyes.”

Due to the confidential nature of 
the intellectual-property work being 
undertaken, Ryan says he cannot reveal 
too much more about this “hands free” 
project until it is complete. However, 
he is keen to discuss the overall value 
of augmented reality. Far from being 
ephemeral, he believes the technology 
will have long-lasting impact, not just 
on entertainment, but on education 
and pragmatism, too.

“It can, for example, present 
car-related digital information onto a 
windscreen,” he says. “This means the 
driver no longer needs to look down at 
the dashboard to check his speed or 
fuel level.

“Another example is a terrific 
solar-system teaching app that brings 
the planets to life for schoolchildren.

“Also, if you were learning another 
language, such as Spanish, then 
the augmented reality 
system can start to 
tag and highlight 

real-world objects in Spanish 
to enhance your learning process.

“These are just three examples of the 
many possibilities presented to us by 
this technology.”

Ryan began working at GCU as 
a lecturer in Electronic Engineering 
in January last year. His interest in 
augmented reality came about when 
he was completing his PhD in 
Augmented Vision 
at GCU. 

“Society will always 
need to adapt to 
new technology
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“I worked on algorithms and hardware 
for those suffering from visual ailments,” 
he says. “The work was later 
commissioned by the Fight for Sight 
charity and, if successful, would have 
significantly improved the daily activities 
of those affected. However, during the 
work, it became quickly apparent that 
there was no suitable device for physical 
interactivity. This led to augmented 
reality becoming one of my main 
research interests.”

But just how safe is augmented 
reality? While Pokemon Go was a 

resounding success, it didn’t come 
without controversy. It was reported to 
have caused various accidents due to 
engrossed players not paying attention 
to their real-world surroundings. 
Glasgow Central Station, for example, 
even went as far as to advise caution 
via its electronic billboards.

“Unfortunately, society will always 
need to adapt to new technology,” 

Ryan says. “The problems associated 
with Pokemon Go, for example, are more 
down to the users not giving the real-
world environment their highest priority.

“As the technology develops, society 
will need to learn the restraints for its 
usage, while keeping safety at the 
forefront of their minds. Developers are 
introducing safeguards. Even Pokemon Go 
has one where, if the player is travelling 
too quickly, the game assumes they are in 
a car and won’t work. This is a learning 
process for both society and industry as 
the technology develops.”

Dr Ryan Gibson, left, is excited by 
the potential of augmented reality − 
for both education and everyday life.



A round-up of international news, including students from across Africa starting the 
next stage of their educational journey at the African Leadership College in Mauritius.

Ambitious for Mauritius

More than 170 students have 
progressed onto GCU-led 

undergraduate honours degree 
programmes following completion of 
a foundational Leadership Core year at 
the African Leadership College (ALC).

Students are completing programmes 
in: BA (Hons) Business Management; 
BSc (Hons) Computing; MEng Electrical 
Power Systems Engineering and BA 
(Hons) Social Science. 

Each year incorporates a four-month 
internship with an employer partner 
such as IBM, Thomson Reuters and 
Price Waterhouse Coopers to ensure 
employability skills are developed and 
embedded in their studies.

GCU is the founding academic 
partner at the ALC, which delivers 
programmes to develop leadership 
and entrepreneurial thinking, creating 
graduates with the knowledge and skills 
to help shape the future success of the 
continent and address significant skills 
shortages in key areas. 

US: GCU New York welcomed students 
from the African Leadership Academy 
(ALA) to Baraza 2017.

Baraza, Swahili for intellectual 
gathering, brought together young people 
from the ALA to participate in a career 
development summit, during which they 
heard from industry experts including 
representatives of the GCU New York 
Fair Fashion Center, KPMG, Swiss PE, 
and Global Foundries about industry 
trends within their industries and the 
skills that will be needed to meet the 
demands of future business.

The African Leadership Academy 
was co-founded by social entrepreneur 
Fred Swaniker, who has also established 
the African Leadership College Mauritius, 
of which GCU is the founding academic 
partner (see above).

Global graduations: Students of 
Grameen Caledonian College of Nursing 
(GCCN) celebrated their achievements 
at a graduation ceremony.

Forty-nine students were awarded 
Diplomas in Nursing and Midwifery 
at the Dhaka College, which was 
co-founded by GCU and Grameen 
Healthcare Trust to raise healthcare 
standards in Bangladesh and 
address the needs of the country’s 
most disadvantaged communities. 
Graduates were capped by Nobel 
Laureate and GCU Chancellor 
Professor Muhammad Yunus. 

In South Africa, Principal and Vice-
Chancellor Professor Pamela Gillies CBE 
FRSE and Transnet Group Chief Executive 
Siyabonga Gama led a graduation 

ceremony for 145 of Transnet Freight 
Rail staff.

Professor Gillies said: “I congratulate 
our graduates and am proud that 
the partnership between GCU, 
the University of Johannesburg and 
Transnet Freight Rail continues to 
develop, as we co-create courses to 
enhance the life chances of Transnet 
employees at an affordable cost.”

GCU and its partner institution 
Caledonian College of Engineering 
(CCE) celebrated the College's 22nd 
ceremony graduation with 600 students.

Forty-five per cent of the ceremony’s 
graduates were women – establishing 
GCU as a leading creator of female 
engineers for the Middle East.

Professor Iain Cameron, Dean of 

GCU and its partner institution Caledonian College of Engineering celebrated the 
College's 22nd graduation ceremony.
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Julie Adair, GCU Director of 
Digital Collaboration, second 

left, launched the Common 
Good First platform.

Students progressed onto GCU-led 
undergraduate honours degree programmes 

at the African Leadership College.

the School of Engineering and Built 
Environment, attended the ceremony. 
He said: “It was great to see such a high 
number of students graduating across 
a range of programmes − especially 
female students.”

Uzbekistan: More than 40 teachers and 
trainers from Uzbekistan visited INTO 
GCU to study Scottish teaching practices.

Pro Vice-Chancellor International and 
Vice Principal Dr Jeanine Gregersen-
Hermans welcomed the delegates, 
who were selected by Uzbekistan’s 
Ministry of Education from more 
than 20,000 applicants.

She said: “We look forward to 
continuing the relationship with the 
Ministry and will seek ways for it and 
GCU, Scotland’s most internationally-
minded university, to work together 
in future.”

EU: The University has been awarded 
nearly €2m from the European 
Commission’s Erasmus+ programme 
to coordinate two international 
capacity-building projects.

The award will support GCU’s work 
with universities in South Africa to share 
knowledge and compare and evaluate 
community solutions to social problems 
in the UK and around the world via the 
Common Good First digital platform. 
It will also help GCU contribute to 
sustainable and inclusive 
socio-economic 
growth in 

South East Asia, where it is working 
with universities from Thailand, Malaysia, 
Cambodia and Myanmar to examine how 
social innovation can promote proper 
geographical balance and diversity. 
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Roisin-Alana Di Giacomo talks to Alan Middleton about the importance of giving students 
real-world experience and how it led his team to a Herald Higher Education Award.

Key to learning turns out 
to be a real fine mess

Entering the lives and homes of 
people is a daunting task for any 

health practitioner who is just starting 
out, and with more care being delivered 
in the home and community settings, 
learning-disability nursing students 
need to be more prepared for the 
challenge than ever before.

To prepare students, the 
Department of Nursing and Community 
Health in the School of Health and 
Life Sciences has created Chaotic 
Environment, a simulated learning 
experience designed to test final-year 
students before they meet the demands 
of modern-day nursing practice.

“We wanted to immerse our students 
in a challenging environment, albeit a 
safe one, while at the same time causing 
an impact,” explains Alan Middleton, 
Senior Lecturer in Learning Disability 
Nursing. “By simulating chaos, students 
can better understand a person's 
deteriorating physical and/or mental 
health while testing their capabilities 
and how they should respond.” 

Alan admits he doesn’t want to 
give too much away as the scenario is 
a crucial part of students’ final clinical 
assessment, but credits its success 
to the team which includes his colleagues 
Mark Gallagher, Chris Darbyshire, Isla 
McGlade, Wendy Smith and Liz Simpson.

The Chaotic Environment engages the 
students in scenario-based learning, 

with a member of the team taking on the 
role of a person with learning disabilities 
within the confines of a small purpose-
built room. Students must identify and 
prioritise for the person's health and 
wellbeing needs and overcome a number 
of obstacles and challenges.

Though clinical simulation is not a 
new teaching technique and has been 
used in nursing education for some time, 
what is innovative is the environment 
which has been created within the 
University and the use of state-of-the-art 
mobile cameras to analyse and assess 
the students’ work. Its success was 
recognised at the most recent Herald 
Higher Education Awards, when, in July 
last year, it received the Enhancing 
Student Learning Award, with judges 
praising the team for contributing 
positively to the student experience.

“By using clinical simulation in 
a meaningful way and listening to 
student feedback, many of whom 
wanted to practise and test their 
skills in a safe space, we have been 
able to provide them with practical 
training,” says Alan. “What they 
have to think about is, ‘If I was 
knocking on that door for real, 
what are the risks? How does 
the evidence support my 
recommendations?’”

Following in his mother’s 
footsteps, Alan entered the 
nursing profession in which he 
had a keen interest from a young 
age, volunteering at school to help 
children with severe and profound 
learning disabilities. He completed 
his general/adult nursing and learning-
disability nursing programmes before 
practising as a specialist community 

learning-disability nurse with a caseload 
that ranged from children as young as 
four to older people. He then moved into 
nursing education and, as an academic, 
Alan is interested in the additional and 
unmet health needs of people with 
learning disabilities in relation to 
sexual health.

“It was, and it still is, a taboo subject 
but it is certainly better than it was. 
As a community nurse, part of my role 
was delivering sexual health support 

“I want them to think:  
If I was knocking at  
the door for real,  
what are the risks?
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and education. With the lives of people 
with learning disabilities controlled by 
others, particularly if you have severe 
or profound learning disabilities, 
the opportunity to have meaningful 
relationships can be difficult.” 

Alan explains that addressing the 
sexual health needs of vulnerable people 
is often met with obstacles, either from 
families or within communities, which he 
says is understandable, as, statistically, 
people living with learning disabilities 
are more likely to be abused physically 
or sexually. That said, he insists it is 
necessary to positively contribute to the 
sexual health needs of every individual.  

Challenging perceptions of disabilities 
is something Alan has been able to take 
further afield, as he is also responsible for 
creating international opportunities for 
students and staff within nursing and 
learning-disability nursing programmes. 
This has allowed lecturers and students 
within the department 

to help change attitudes in developing 
countries and contribute to emerging 
healthcare systems. 

“In one rehabilitation centre, which 
our learning-disability nursing students 
volunteer in, a child was identified as 
having behaviours that were perceived 
as challenging as they were constantly 
unsettled and leaving the classroom. 
Our students investigated and found 
that the problem was, in fact, the pupil 
had a urinary tract infection which 
needed antibiotic treatment.

“It is a small example of how 
differential diagnosis can impact on 
a child’s life and, through effective 
communication, our nursing students  
can contribute and play their part in 
transforming lives through education.”

For Alan as a lecturer, he says teaching 
the next cohort of students allows him 

and the team to continue to do what they 
can for the health and wellbeing of people 
with learning disabilities. 

“As a society, we need to do more. 
We need to discuss, to debate, to create 
some argument, to tackle the issues that 
people don’t want to address, and to 
listen to all viewpoints.

“By bringing issues of healthcare to the 
fore, only then can we move forward and 
meet the needs of all within our society.”
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Alan Middleton, above, and 
the Chaotic Environment in 
action, below. 



Professor Alison Britton specialises in public healthcare, clinical negligence, mental-health 
law and professional ethics. She tells David Christie how this role has taken her to Holyrood.

Taking a healthy 
approach to the law

From tackling the biggest ethical and 
legal questions facing healthcare 

to climbing Mount Kilimanjaro and 
running along the Great Wall of China, 
Alison Britton doesn’t do sitting still.

In fact, GCU’s Professor of Healthcare 
and Medical Law wears many hats at 
work, teaching LLB students, chairing 
disciplinary committees, ensuring 
departmental research ethics are 
followed, advising students, the list goes 
on. Then there’s her role as Convenor 
for the Law Society of Scotland’s Health 
and Medical Law Sub-committee. 

Her expertise means regular trips 
to Edinburgh to speak at the Scottish 
Parliament, helping to shape policy 
thinking on major medical matters.

“Prior to GCU I had a spell working as 
a legal lobbyist, which was a great way 
to see the political side,” explains Alison, 
a Newton Mearns native now living, 
running and walking her German 
Shepherd Bo, in nearby Shawlands. 
“At that time, the Scottish Parliament 
was just coming into being and it opened 
up an area I’d never considered before, 
which has stayed with me ever since.

“We’re in an interesting position in 
2017 in first-world economies, where 
we can screen for so much stuff we can’t 
cure. Ethically, what should you do with 
that information? Who should have 
access to it when you consider it could 
ruin a person’s career and turn their life 
upside down?”

Alison found her calling after a minor 
hiccup spent “sporting a mini-kilt and 
putting rosettes on romagnola bulls” 
while working for the Bank of Scotland. 
Inspired by a lecturer at the University 
of Glasgow, where she graduated with 
an LLB and MPhil in Law & Ethics in 

Medicine, it’s a subject in which she 
is now irrevocably immersed.

It has seen her lecture doctors on 
the ethics of prescribing Viagra, debate 
whistleblowing in the NHS and explore 
the regulation of legal highs. Currently, 
she lists her top three priorities as organ 
donation opt-out, closely followed by 
Brexit and end of life choices. 

“The nice thing for me is what might 
be in the top three at the moment, 
in another couple of months something 
else completely different will come up. 
I can’t think of another subject that gives 
you this diversity, so here I am 25 years 
later and it’s still my passion.

“Everybody has an interest in health. 
You could specialise in conveyancing 
or company law, but never see the 
cross-section of humanity. We all have 
concerns about our health at some 
point of our lives and how we access 
and prioritise healthcare is a mirror 
reflection on society.”

Joining GCU in 2001 when 
the University established an LLB, 
Alison created healthcare law modules 
for third and fourth-year students, 
who now benefit greatly from her 
political connections.

“Students are able to get the inside 
track on the latest legal developments 
and, if I get a call to give evidence at the 
Scottish Parliament, I make sure they all 
get tickets to see it first-hand. If students 
are researching a subject I’m not directly 

involved in, I now know enough MSPs 
and advisers to get the students some 
pretty good interviewees.

“It actually all happens organically 
and the students, by the time they’ve 
elected to do this subject, are very 
proactive. Some of their work has 
even been published.”

Such is Alison’s zest for the 
subject, healthcare policy considerations 
are not the sole reserve of her and 
her students.

“I have been known to pose some 
unusual questions around the dinner 
table,” admits Alison.

“My husband is a computer 
programmer, so everything for him 
is black or it’s white, then I come 
home with ‘ifs, buts and maybes’. 
He has been treated to ‘should your 
sperm be extracted without your 
consent?’ and ‘what do you think 
about abortion regimes?’ while 
he’s tucking into his fish supper. 

“My daughter is a biologist, 
so she’s happier to have these 
conversations and my son 
has just finished a Law 
degree here at GCU. To be 
able to have kept my job 
going, my family have been 
inordinately supportive.”

So what’s next for the 
ants-in-the-pants 
Professor? “I’m training for 
the Stirling Marathon, then 
trekking to Everest base 
camp, but before all that 
there’s a Law Society 
response to the Scottish 
Parliament’s consultation 
on soft opt-out for organ 
donation.”

“Students get the 
inside track on legal 
developments
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Britton on…
Brexit
“ I can’t see how healthcare can 
survive without the reciprocal 
arrangements we currently have 
with the rest of Europe.”

Running
“ I run to have bacon butties, 
chocolate and wine. It’s a nice 
way to meet people outside of 
my life as a professor.”

Sense-checking Brookside 
surrogacy scripts
“ I’d get sent big fat envelopes of 
the script, but it didn’t end up 
being a lucrative career path.”

Medical dramas
“ They are too gory for me. 
I love law programmes from 
Ally McBeal onwards.”

End-of-life choices
“ There’s a big mismatch between 
public perception that legislation 
may be a good idea and it being 
roundly dismissed by politicians.”



Chris Fitzgerald talks to David McKendrick and Val Howatson about how Death Cafés are 
being used to ready students for one of the toughest situations they'll face in their career.

Let’s talk about death

Death is rarely a subject associated 
with conversation over coffee 

and cake.
However, this is exactly how some 

GCU students and academics are 
increasing their knowledge and 
viewpoints in this area.

Death Cafés, as they are known – 
an idea established by founder Jon 
Underwood in 2011 – are being utilised 
within certain GCU programmes to 
enhance professional perspectives 
concerning death, dying and 
bereavement, and how personal values 
and beliefs can influence practice.

Underwood originally created these 
group-directed discussions “to increase 
awareness of death with a view to 
helping people make the most of 
their lives”, adding: “It is a discussion 
group rather than a grief-support or 
counselling session”.

And far from being a quirky sideshow 
here at the University, Death Cafés were 
highlighted as an area of good practice 
in GCU’s 2016 Annual Monitoring of 
Programme process.

David McKendrick, lecturer in social 
work within the School of Health and Life 
Sciences, is an advocate of the concept.

“I ran the first one for the BA (Hons) 
Social Work programme as part of the 
Practising Social Work Skills module,” 
he says. “We spent some considerable 
time working with the class to prepare 
them for it.

“Social workers deal with death 
and issues of mortality in their work. 
We also expect social workers to build 
relationships that have high levels of 
trust. Here, we use the Death Café as an 

experiential learning activity that allows 
students to engage in a safe, well-
constructed, trusting environment that 
encourages the exploration of issues that 
may be seen as taboo by wider society.

“The module that uses the Death Café 
model is aimed at developing students’ 
skills in communication and engagement. 
The session consists of five stations, 
each with a conversation topic that 
relates to death. Some are personal, 
some more professional.

“The level of ‘share’ in the group 
depends a lot on the level of trust, 
which is developed over the time the 
students are together. For us, the five-day 
induction period in Level 1 is vital to 
this, as we can develop high levels 
of trust quickly and so increase 
the amount of ‘share’ we get at 
the Cafés.”

Val Howatson, senior 
lecturer in mental health on 
the BSc/BSc (Hons) Nursing 
Studies programmes, 
is equally effusive in her 
endorsement.

“I had been aware of 
Death Cafés for some 
time, mostly via Twitter 
and through the Good Life, 
Good Death, Good Grief 
website,” she says.

“It was through the 
latter that I saw a blog 
by an academic colleague 
at the University of Dundee, 
who had delivered Cafés 
within their nursing 
undergraduate programmes. 
I made contact with her to 
find out more. I was 
particularly keen to 
incorporate the topic of death 
and dying into the Values in 
Nursing Practice modules 
across years two and three of 
the nursing programme and 

felt that the format of the Death Café 
would be an excellent way introduce 
this subject area to students.

“This is a very powerful learning 
experience for students and 
for facilitators. 

“Hosting the Café provides 
a safe and informal 
setting for students 
to share with 
peers their 
thoughts, 

“The Death Café is an 
experiential learning 
activity

LEARNING AND TEACHING
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feelings, fears and questions about 
death and dying.

“The focus is not on their personal 
experience, but their professional 
nursing experience.”

Dr Alison Nimmo, Head of Academic 
Development, believes the Death Cafés 
reflect a key focus of the University’s 
Strategy for Learning.

“Student engagement and creating 
a sense of belonging for our students is 
paramount,” she says. “Designing the 
curriculum through such innovative 
experiential learning approaches and 
through creating authentic, but safe, 
learning environments is motivating 
to our students. Importantly, such 
programme designs are also helping 
to develop our students as confident 
new professionals.”

LEARNING AND TEACHING

“ The Death Café was a good way to talk about death and 
dying. It was a good way to start a conversation when 
people aren’t sure what to say.” 

“ It was a chance to talk about a sensitive subject in an 
informal way that was informative.” 

“ I really enjoyed the session. I felt I was in a safe environment. 
I feel more at ease with the topic.”

“ It opened up the discussion and made it easier to talk 
about death.”

“ It asks questions that people want to know the answers 
to, but might not feel comfortable asking.”

Students say…
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From left: BSC Nursing Studies Mental Health student Peter Kelly participates 
in a Death Café with Val Howatson and David McKendrick.
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Fur the love of dogs

Who are you and what’s your 
day job?
I’m Lisa Meikle and I’m the College 
Co-ordinator for the College Connect 
team at GCU.

What’s your Back Story 

I regularly attend Kennel Club obedience 
competitions throughout the year, mainly 
to compete with my two dogs, Fleece and 
Fonzi. I also give up my time to judge, 
scribe and steward. When competing, 
you have to achieve a certain number of 
wins in your class to move up to the next 
level. I have just qualified to compete in 
Championship C class with Fleece. Fonzi 
only started competing last April and, by 
September, he had already progressed from 
the Novice class. I have been judging for 
several years and, last year, I got to judge 
some Young Kennel Club handlers (aged 
6-24) classes; all my winners were within 
qualifying marks, which means they 
competed in the finals at Crufts this year.

Why do you do it?
I have made many friends from all over the 
UK through my hobby and enjoy meeting 
up with them. I also enjoy spending time 
with my dogs and love training them for 
the competitions. They love being trained 
because we have fun and they get one-to-
one attention from me. I only use positive-
reward-based training methods to get the 
behaviours I want.  
 

Does it help you in your daily  
life at home and at work?
Having two well-behaved dogs makes 
life at home a lot easier; they will not run 
away if the front door is left open and 
they don’t run around out of control. 
When I arrive home after work they 
both run to the front door to greet me, 
they’re so happy and excited to see me. 
If I’ve had a busy day at work, it’s good 
to go home for a cuddle from my dogs. 
Walking and training the dogs also keeps 
me active. 

What has been your greatest 
achievement in your hobby?
I have competed in the Crufts Inter-Regional 
Obedience Competition as part 
of a team representing Scotland on two 
separate occasions with two different 
dogs. One of them was with Sasha, 
who I rescued from a violent home. 
She had major socialisation and aggression 
problems that we had to work through 
and overcome. I felt proud taking her to 
Crufts and we both had a fantastic time.  
From seeing her start out as a frightened 
and insecure dog to walking into the arena 
at Crufts with her tail wagging and having 
a fun time was a great achievement for us 
both. It was hard work but we got there.  

What has been your favourite/
funniest moment?
My favourite moment is when I bring home 
a new puppy. They are cuddly, mischievous 
and full of fun. I enjoy building a new 
relationship with them.

GCU's College Co-ordinator for the College Connect team Lisa Meikle with her dogs Fleece, left, and Fonzi.
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