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Catherine Evans
Hi, I'm Catherine Evans, and I'm one of the digital practice subject specialists at Jisc. Welcome to the 2026 Community Hub podcast in collaboration with Jisc’s Beyond the Technology podcast. It's my pleasure to be here today and joined by Chris Melia from University of Lancashire and Phil Whitehead from the DNCG. Fresh from delivering their session on developing digital skills through peer support and recognition session, which was really good by the way, I really enjoyed it.
Welcome both and thank you for joining us. In this episode, we'll be talking about the digital skills community project that Chris and Phil have been leading on. Before we get into this topic though, Chris and Phil, would you like to give a quick introduction of where you're from and your roles? So, if we start with you, Chris.
Chris Melia
Sure, yeah. So, Chris Melia, I’m the collaborative and digital practice lead at the University of Lancashire. Which basically means I work with colleagues right across the institution to innovate, help digital practice, build digital skills, and facilitate the sharing of good practice as well and build communities.
Catherine Evans
Lovely. And Phil?
Phil Whitehead
Yeah, so my name is Phil Whitehead, I'm the director of academic and digital services within the college. And that essentially means I look after all of the digital skills of both our staff and students, including things such as the CPD and our online delivery modules for students, as well.
Catherine Evans
Oh, lovely, that's great. And Chris, why is community important to you in terms of developing digital skills?
Chris Melia
I think it's vital because as individuals, we don't know what we don't know. And obviously, in terms of digital capabilities, everybody's at a different point on that journey. And as organisations, we can tend to operate in silos, so it’s trying to break that down and work towards collaborative innovation and problem solving.


Catherine Evans
Lovely. And Phil, it sounds like you both have got some great communities here. How have they evolved since they started?
Phil Whitehead
Yeah, it's a really good question that, because myself and Chris have both had communities for a long time. I'd say Chris is an absolute pioneer of the kind of community way of doing things. And I think for our community, when we first started, we had one very big community that we was trying to get absolutely everybody involved in. And as times have developed, what we've actually found is that the community itself splintered into smaller, different communities around, not necessarily role, but around subjects. So, you'll see, for example, in ours now, quite organically, new channels have created for immersive rooms, one's around artificial intelligence. And what's happened is that those conversations that would have normally happened as the wider one have started to go into smaller interest groups. And the big community still very much exists but I think our development has been very much more of community within a community approach. And I think that's kind of developed quite organically.
And then I do believe that, obviously, as the community has developed, it's got much bigger, which comes with its own strengths and challenges as well. Just in terms of the scale of it. So for example, ours now has, you know, over 800 staff in it, which will no doubt then change the way that community runs and how you have to run it as a team. I would say, and I don't want to steal Chris's thunder, but he did mention in the presentation that communities evolve where you no longer have to have as much input as you did when you first started them, and they start to kind of be community-led rather than leader-led or a team-led.
Catherine Evans
Lovely. And what about you, Chris, how's yours evolved?
Chris Melia
Yeah, I mean we started off, our digital community was operated at a faculty level, initially. And probably spent about 12 months in that state before we then, you know, having nurtured it and recognised the benefit of community and looks at different channel structures and things, we then evolved that across the institution. So internally, the biggest shift has been taking it from that pilot into an institution-wide initiative. I think just picking up on something Phil mentioned there around channels, and how we structure these spaces, we've actually probably done the reverse, actually. We've kind of stripped it back because we kept getting recommendations of different channels for different topics. And the reality is there is always going to be new topics, new technologies. So, we tried to kind of strip it back over time. And I think we've got four basic spaces. We've got a knowledge exchange channel. We've got events and opportunities. Oh, ask a question, just as simple as ask a question, it says what it is on the tin. You've got a question for somebody, ask it on there. And, I mean we've got a similar size in terms of engagement, we’ve got about 800/900 staff in there. And it's just so responsive. People are kind of responding all times of the day, all times of the week. And it's an asynchronous platform, so if people want to engage, there's no expectation around it and there's no real individual ownership of it, it’s a shared space. That kind of shared ownership model, which is great.
From an external perspective, around about 2019 into 2020, the university set something up called the DigiLearn Sector, which I know you were a part of. And that saw a huge surge of activity around the pandemic, as institutions were looking at how they could, you know, pivot was the big word at the time, wasn’t it? It could pivot to new ways of working, learning, teaching, etc. And so it became a hub for all of that in terms of that knowledge sharing around webinars and such. So, it was a very active space, but you know, a couple of years down the line and I acknowledged that there was a bit of a lull, really. And it didn't really have the same purpose as it once had. And I think this is an important message here, if communities aren't working, sometimes it is a time to fold it and move on and try something different. So, having left it for a while after it folded, I was then looking at trying to identify where's the gap? So, that's where the HE Digital Practice and Innovation Network came from. So, it was focusing on the HE sector. And it was bringing a collection of colleagues together who work in similar roles, typically, learning technologists, educational technology type roles, who all have challenges and it's just given them a safe space to share those. So, it was operating on a much smaller model but actually facilitating more meaningful engagement because people really get to know each other, build connections. And I know you do this a lot, Phil, with other colleges, you host visits and you kind of build those relationships.
Phil Whitehead
Absolutely. I think, yeah, I’ll expand on what Chris was saying, actually. The communities I’ve evolved now, I think, for being a lot more in person as well. And I think I've seen that in the training and in the sector as well. There's been a desire, actually, to start hosting in-person events again and start to have them. Obviously, over Covid, that wasn't possible. And then post-Covid, then I think we started to continue doing things online. And I think now we are starting to see, I mean there's 800 people here today, for example, where learning technologists and teachers, they do actually want to do some in-person work as well and have some in-person collaboration. So just to expand on like what Chris was saying, we've started to host, not just our Teams channels now, but some spaces within the week, you know, every so often that people from those communities can meet in person, discuss ideas, you know, maybe do an app share or stand up and do a five minute presentation. Chris, I always forget the name of those ones.
Chris Melia
PechaKucha.
Phil Whitehead
Thank you very much, I'll let you say it for me. You have like, you know, a certain amount of time to discuss something. They've become, you know, really popular and it's lovely, like you say, to see Chris bringing those back for the sector as well.
Catherine Evans
Brilliant. I think you sort of touched upon my next question, but I’ll ask it anyway and you can elaborate a bit more. Chris, what's your motivation for starting this project for this community?
Chris Melia
Okay, so this project is entitled community led development or community led transformation. And that's really what it is at the heart, it’s about engaging as people and working together collaboratively to drive transformational impact across the sector. So, the kind of starting point for this, if you will, is that we, as many other organisations have done in the last few years, have been looking at digital skills and frameworks and looking at how we can embed the Jisc digital capabilities within that. And roundabout 2018 into ’19 we developed something called the DigiLearn Framework, which was like a three-tiered approach to support staff on a developmental journey. As I mentioned in the session earlier today, it's not about your kind of rigid training programs. It's about something a little bit more flexible, a little bit more individualised, and I know that's difficult to do because we've got so many staff in so many different spaces and diverse roles. But we’re really trying to position this as a space for people to come into, engage in, and develop in a way that moves their practice forward in some way.
Following the development of that and some internal successes, started to do some work with Jisc, invited to present at different events and things. And through those building networks started to connect with other colleagues like Phil, and Patrick Turner as well who’s been involved in the project at Leeds Trinity University, to look at how they're doing similar things and how we can work together on that.
So, fast forward a little bit more. And it was last year, actually, I approached Jisc and said, “Look, this is something that I'm getting asked about quite a bit, you know, how do you build these frameworks, how do you create these community spaces? So why don't we curate some kind of resource, some kind of practical toolkit which can house different frameworks, templates, case studies, lived stories of digital skills and how people are building that?” So, the response was really positive. And from there we started to bring together a project group and we held some meetings, started to discuss what the key themes and topics would be. We looked at things like the kind of fundamentals of communities, looking at recognition, motivation, looking at different rewards that might be introduced to support staff and incentivise that learning. And then also looking at things like impact and culture and leadership that underpin it. So yeah, that's kind of where we're at here, that's the genesis for it and where it's come from. It's very much a co-curated resource. It's a community driven resource which ties into the topic as well. Yeah, and Phil, obviously you're part of that group as well.

Phil Whitehead
Yeah, definitely.
Catherine Evans
Why were you keen to be involved, Phil?
Phil Whitehead
Good question. I think I was keen to be involved, and it kind of alludes a little bit to the first presentation today, where I'm a big believer in community led change, and I think we've sometimes maybe as a sector have to wait for decisions from the very top of government around digital skills. But actually, that's not the best way of improving digital skills, actually, we need large communities saying the same things, bringing us together so that we can navigate through this. If we look at AI, for example, without a community I think we would very, very much have struggled. There hasn't been a massive direction or an organisational lead for this, and it's actually been community led discussions that have helped, kind of, frame my own thinking. So, that was one of the reasons. But also, I wanted to give back, to be completely honest.
So, I remember when I first started in this digital journey around 7/8 years ago, I had come from secondary school and I needed to, you know, I was joining a college to support digital skills and development. And, you know, at first, I'll be honest, I didn't know where to go. And I remember picking up my phone and speaking to a chap called Peter Kilcoyne, I'll give him a shout out. And I managed to then, you know, meet Chris and a few of us. And those communities were the one thing that I relied on so much, from when I first started in my career, in terms of learning and digital skills and supporting a whole college, I realised just how important they were. And as I relied on those communities, I felt a great need to actually recognise that and then start, as my skills developed, help other people what were new to the sector, and trying to do things in their colleges to improve digital. So, it was very much kind of a personal thing for me where I saw the benefit of these but also received the benefit of them as well. And now I want to give back and help others. So, like Chris alluded to, the amount of times I was asked about my framework and badges, it was every single week I'd be hosting somebody or having these conversations, often very similar sorts of conversations as well. So I thought, when Chris then rung me and said, “Well, I’m thinking about doing this, do you want to get involved?” I was like, “Well, absolutely, yeah. Because not only will this kind of help, you know, give a template for other organisations to use, you know, it gives me a platform where I can help new people coming in to collaborate and communicate as well.”
Catherine Evans
That's brilliant. I can remember when I first started out being scared, not knowing, also imposter, I don't know as much as other people and having somebody to reach out to or something you can help with, it would have been fantastic, so I do I think it's a really good thing. Having been involved in the project myself, I know there’s some great stuff that's been coming out that’s been developed. Do you want to sort of tell us a bit more about what you've created and what the output so far?
Chris Melia
Yeah, yeah, so I guess as it stands, there are three core components of the guides. It is an online guide, if people are looking for it, if you just search ‘guides’ under the Jisc website, it's the most recent one at present, activating community led digital skills. And the main component, so there's an online community building foundations module. So that gives you with the ins and outs really of what it's, you know, what the role of a community manager or lead facilitator is and how you can really build that engagement from within. So that's an online package that you can look at. There's a checklist for how to incorporate peer support and recognition. And we've also got a series of templates and frameworks. So, both the DN Colleges framework which Phil has been looking at there in terms digital skills and also the University of Lancashire DigiLearn programme. You can download those templates and use them and, you know, incorporate, you might take bits from each and say, “Right, we want to do our own different thing. And this is aligned to our strategy.” So, we really are trying to share this stuff. And I think that's where Jisc come in, really, is that collaborative partner to bring the sector together and host these opportunities for sharing. And that's just the first iteration of this guide. There’s a second phase coming later on in the year. where we are currently collecting community stories that will feature in there as well. So again, it's feeding into that co-curated resource model.
Catherine Evans
That's brilliant. Now, my next question is something I'm keen to know from thinking back to when I was in similar role to yourself is, and I'm sure listeners would want to know this as well, how do you maintain that momentum and that motivation for your communities? Perhaps each of you could share your top three tips, if I start off with you, Phil.
Phil Whitehead
Ooh, I were hoping to have a bit longer to think about that. Let me have a think. So number one, it is about momentum and it's about, I'm going to say my number one is don't give up when you initially start these communities. And I learnt this also not from my own kind of the DN digital skills community at college, but also my YouTube channel as well, that has grown massively over the couple of years I've been doing it, is to keep on going. It's not to give up, it's to keep things fresh. To start, you know, you might start really small and you might not have much engagement. But the more you continue to do it, the more you continue to model that good practice, the more you, like in my case with Teachblend, upload videos and add comments and answer questions, the more that community will absolutely grow. So, my number one is to kind of persevere, I would say.
My number two one would be don't be afraid to let a bit of control of that community go once it starts to flourish, okay. So, it becomes less of the, you know, the digital skills Teams community and it becomes its own kind of management. So, allow it itself to organically grow. And you might do exactly what Chris has done, cos I’m thinking of doing exactly the same thing where I might need to like prune it a little bit and tidy it up. But don't be afraid to allow that kind of community to flourish. And don't think you need to have to then start to reply to absolutely everything. Allow the staff to do that themselves.
And then number three, I would say a bit of a follow on from that is, you will inevitably find in your communities people who are quite vocal in there. Use them, utilise them, perhaps reward them and start to kind of think about whether or not a community champion within those communities that has come organically and give them some sort of recognition for that. They almost, it’s a bit like gaming communities, I suppose, where you end up having like these self-appointed moderators of like large gaming communities, we've kind of organically got that now where some staff members have kind of just took that on board, and it's about recognising them as well. And then I'll give you the last one is we've also built our community into our digital skills framework. So, as part of that badging process, we also kind of, you know, expect people to collaborate and communicate within that community and that helps keep it fresh as well, because there's always something new to talk about.
Catherine Evans
Oh, brilliant, thanks. And Chris, what about you? Can you top his top three?
Chris Melia
So, I would say model active engagement. So, you know, so classic be the change you want to see kind of thing. And we talked about this earlier in the session, but this idea that, at the start you’re going to put a lot of work in, and going down to the level of responding to everything, you know, as the community lead or manager responding to nearly everything that comes in, to model the active engagement and show that it's okay to show that you need a bit of help or you're not sure on something. And build that up over time. And that links into my second one about a more shared ownership model for this space, which Phil was alluding to there, so that it feels like a community curated resource. And it's not something that's been, you know, done to somebody, it's something that is available to engage with. And we're all learning, we're all learning, you know, regardless of what role we’re in. And I think the final thing, just remain agile and responsive to the needs of the community as well. I mentioned earlier an example of where one community had kind of run its course, folded, moved on, try something different. So it's recognising when you get to that point, because there are a lot of spaces out there that go on and on and kind of perhaps lose some of that initial spark and focus. Which is a shame really, because there might be a way of evolving that into something which perhaps has more benefit to the sector.
Catherine Evans
That’s brilliant, thank you. I'm sure everyone's going to find those really, really useful. Just before we go, Chris, could you just say a few words about the event you're hosting at the University of Lancashire in June?
Chris Melia
Yeah, of course. So, this is the Powered by people: community led transformation in education event, which is on the 30th of June. We're going to be hosting that at the University of Lancashire at our Burnley campus, in our beautiful Newtown Mill building, which is a, clues in the title, it's a newly opened, renovated mill. It's a fantastic, innovative, inclusive learning space that we've got set up. So, that event is open to FE, HE. We're going to have various strands all around community in transformation and digital skills. It's going to be a huge showcase for the Jisc community champions, as well, which is great because we've got a dedicated platform to share their stories and their impact. Yeah, so I'd recommend that anybody get signed up. You can sign up from the Jisc events page. So, if you go to Jisc and events, I think it's at the bottom of the list at the moment because it's the furthest away event that's available to book on to. But come and join us, you know, we'd love to welcome you to the University of Lancashire.
Catherine Evans
That’s brilliant, thank you. Thank you both so much. It's been really interesting and insightful. And I think the listeners are going to find it really, really useful. So, thanks very much, both of you.
Phil Whitehead
No problem, thank you very much.
Chris Melia
Thank you.
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