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Higher Education Review – a handbook for higher education providers: Draft for consultation, QAA January 2013

 GuildHE Response 

	Consultation question 1 

1 Should judgement of 'requires improvement to meet UK expectations' be available in the area of threshold academic standards? 


No. The draft handbook makes clear that review judgements may be differentiated so that different judgements may apply, for example, to provision for undergraduate or postgraduate levels, or to provision associated with different awarding organisations. That being the case, it is not clear why an additional judgement of ‘requires improvement to meet…’ should be needed for standards.  On the face of it, the examples quoted where it might be used could equally well be dealt with through use of a differentiated judgement and this might be more helpful in a wider context.

2 Should an initial appraisal be used to tailor the intensity of individual review visits?

Yes, in principle, this seems a sensible approach and entirely in accordance with both the Principles of Better Regulation of Higher Education in the UK and the aims of a more risk based approach.  However, we have considerable reservations about both the language used and the way in which it is proposed to handle the initial appraisal as outlined below.

3 Should the process involve international reviewers? 

Yes, we would be supportive in principle of the involvement of appropriately trained international reviewers in the peer review process, whether as staff or student members of review teams. 

4 Does the pilot proposal offer a reasonable way to introduce international reviewers? 

Yes, the pilot approach proposed seems reasonable.

5 Please note any brief suggestions you have about introducing international reviewers

In practical terms and for the purposes of the pilot, it may be sensible to invite nominations for international reviewers from HE providers and recognised student bodies only and not to invite self-nomination at this stage.  We would also be interested in knowing more about the scope for reciprocal arrangements whereby UK based reviewers gain international experience by serving as members of review teams established under comparable quality assurance arrangements in other EUA countries or further afield.

Care will be needed in ensuring an appropriate balance of experience in smaller review teams.  The critical point will be to ensure that, 'The judgements will be made by peers with knowledge of the higher education sector's expectations.' (Draft handbook, paragraph 16).
6 Do the proposals for the review of arrangements for working with others establish an appropriate demarcation between the areas reviewed at a degree-awarding body and those reviewed at the partner, delivery or support organisation?

In principle, the proposed arrangements seem to establish an appropriate demarcation between the areas to be reviewed at the degree awarding body and those reviewed at a partner body. In particular we welcome the recognition that where a partner body is subject to QAA review in its own right, it should not be necessary to duplicate review processes at both parties.  In respect of education delivered outside the UK or in partnership with overseas providers, it is, however, difficult to comment in the absence of any further detail on the arrangements for reviewing Transnational Education.  We suggest it may be appropriate to revisit these arrangements once the draft handbook for Transnational Education has been published.

7 Should the new method include a separate judgement about managing higher education provision with others?

No. We are not clear what the justification might be for including a separate judgement about managing higher education provision with others.  As noted above, there is already scope for a differentiated judgement which offers the possibility of drawing a distinction, for example, between provision on a home campus and that offered elsewhere.  Our understanding is that any judgement of ‘does not meet’ or ‘requires improvement to meet’ in any area would attract the courses of action outlined in Part 5 of the draft.   We would not expect, or want, a judgement on collaborative provision to be ‘ring-fenced’ in such a way that an adverse judgement in this area would not impact on the rest of the higher education provider’s activity.  That being the case, we would prefer not to single out collaborative provision in a separate judgement.

8 Is the proposed scale and provisional level of confidence appropriate for the initial appraisal to determine the intensity of the review visit? 

Although we are supportive of tailoring the length of the visit and size of the review team to the scale and potential complexity of the provision, we have considerable reservations about the proposed arrangements for the initial appraisal.  Our concern is that the proposed arrangements for initial appraisal go too far in the direction of establishing an initial level of confidence, using a limited desk-based exercise conducted by a team of just one or two reviewers.   Paragraph 103 of the draft states that, ‘The intensity of the review is not in any way a judgement about the provider’s higher education provision.    We will make that absolutely clear on that part of the QAA’s website where the specifications are published.’ That statement seems to us to be unduly optimistic.  Where a review of high intensity is proposed in what otherwise might be considered a small provider, the assumption on the part of the press and others will be that the QAA suspects problems and is embarking on an exercise to find them.   We are not convinced that initial judgements of confidence can carry the weight that is being given to them here.  

9 Is the proposed approach to determining the scale of provision appropriate? 

In the context of the overall aims of Higher Education Review, as set out in Part 1 of the draft handbook, we would expect the focus of activity to be on ensuring that review teams are in a position to reach judgements with a reasonable degree of confidence.   Provision which is large (in terms of numbers and types of students, geographical spread etc.) or more complex (especially where there is engagement with partners outside the UK not otherwise subject to QAA review) will need obviously more resource – in terms of number of reviewers and number of days on the visit.    We accept therefore the need to have some means of determining the resource implications.  We do not feel we are in a position to comment on the proposed thresholds for the quantitative measures as set out in paragraph 81 beyond noting that the proposed thresholds for numbers of students (particularly the proposal to have one category for institutions of 500-10,000 students by headcount, and one for all institutions of over 10,000 students) might be questionable.

10 Is the proposed approach to determining the level of confidence appropriate? 

As outlined above, this is the area where we have most reservations. It is not clear how far the QAA has had the opportunity to model the way in which this might work in practice. However, the somewhat mechanistic use of the proposed standard template combined with a general undertaking that this decision- making framework could be refined by the professional judgement of peers (as set out in paragraphs 95-97) is, on the face of it, worrying.  

11 Should the information base used to identify the level of confidence be: a) enlarged b) reduced c) changed in some other way d) remain the same?

The wish to have processes which are transparent appears to have led to a formulaic approach which we would prefer to see being tested before being applied in practice.  If the process is designed to be evidence based, we are not clear what the justification might be for including ‘other relevant contextual information such as national media coverage’ unless this has already been raised through the existing Concerns processes.  We also note that the extent of the primary evidence explored at this stage (programme approval reports, programme specifications etc.) will vary according to the size of the provider.  The statement  in paragraph 87 that ‘The number of reports requested will normally correspond to about 10% of the total number of programmes provided, up to a maximum of 5 of each type’  suggests that a very much smaller proportion of the total provision will be looked at in a larger provider.  

While we are supportive of the suggestion that HE providers be encouraged to use information available from nationally benchmarked data in considering their performance (as highlighted in the HEFCE commissioning letter of 6 November) we would wish to see caution in linking that, as in the draft handbook, to the quantitative information available from the NSS and the DLHE where benchmarks are used in a somewhat different way.  We would note also that for many of the smaller HE providers, information at the published level of the NSS on the Unistats website is less useful for internal monitoring purposes than the more granular information available to institutions and student unions from the internal Ipsos Mori site.  The QAA may wish to consider how they can best enable institutions to show how such data is being used to assess and improve performance while maintaining the confidentiality of such data.  Similar issues will arise in the use of such data by student unions or others in the student submission.

Further thought may also need to be given to the information that will be available at initial appraisal stage for alternative providers.  

 12 Please note any brief suggestions you have about changes relating to the information base. 

As above.

In addition, we note that there is currently no explicit reference in this part of the draft handbook, or in Annex 3 on the guidelines for the SED, about the scope for gathering information which may relate to the context in which the review takes place.  Part two of the draft handbook sets out the arrangements for determining the intervals between reviews including the possibility of bringing forward a review where a full investigation under the Concerns scheme indicates serious risks to academic standards and quality of provision or where there has been significant material change that may affect the delivery of provision, as for example in a merger or change of ownership.  The assumption would be, presumably, that these issues are addressed in the SED and, as appropriate, in the student submission. Given that the possibility of changes in the intervals between reviews represents an important element of the move to a more risk based approach, the Agency may wish to consider whether it might be helpful to set out its expectations in this respect for the purposes of the initial appraisal.  

13 Should provider self-evaluation documents have a bearing on the initial appraisal? 

Yes- clearly the SED has an important role to play in the review process.  However, given that the evidence in the SED is not tested at initial appraisal stage, we feel care may be needed about any suggestion that a well written SED might give the initial appraisal team of one or two reviewers a higher level of confidence at the initial appraisal stage so that they ‘recommend a low or medium intensity review visit, notwithstanding what other sources of evidence may indicate’ (Annex 3) 

14 Should student submissions have a bearing on the initial appraisal? 

Yes- we would expect the student submission to be taken into account at the initial appraisal stage.  However, it will be important for review teams to be in a position to take a view on the extent to which those compiling the student submission have been able to gather evidence and reflect the views of the student body as whole.  We have more reservations about the suggested facility for individual students to post comments in an anonymous way and would welcome more discussion on how this might work in practice.

15 Is the concept of high, medium and low intensity review visits appropriate? 

We would suggest that the language used in the draft be revisited.  Rather than emphasis being placed on varying the intensity of review (which tends to suggest that some institutions are looked at more closely than others) it may be preferable to make clear that the review process is intended to be proportionate so that all HE providers are treated fairly taking into account size and scale of provision and all other relevant factors (including previous history).

Similarly it seems unfortunate that the terminology adopted of 'high, medium, or low' as a means of describing the length of visits and the number of reviewers is the same as that adopted for describing the provisional level of confidence.  There is clearly a risk that the two will be conflated.

16 Please note any brief suggestions you have about the intensity of review visits. 

As above

17 If you have any further comments about the initial appraisal please provide them here.

As above

18 Should there be just one visit to the provider?

This seems reasonable provided further thought can be given to the arrangements for the initial stages of the review.  The exception may be where there is a substantial element of provision delivered in partnership, particularly where partners are based overseas.  In these cases there may be good practical reasons for spreading the review over two visits from the outset.

19 Should we allow professional support staff to be reviewers?

Yes – this seems sensible in the light of the responsibilities of relevant senior staff for issues relating to standards and quality as set out in the UK Quality Code.

20 Is the proposed categorisation of operational, minor and major changes appropriate?

Yes – but further thought needs to be given to the processes by which they are determined and agreed so as to provide for the involvement of the representative bodies.

21 Should the role of students in Higher Education Review be strengthened compared to the role of students in IRENI and RCHE?

We welcome the work already done to strengthen and respect the role of students in the process including the provision for student reviewers to be nominated by recognised SUs or to nominate themselves as is the case already with staff reviewers.  As noted above we have some reservations about the arrangements for direct input and would welcome more information both on how this works currently in RCHE and on how it would link with the existing Concerns scheme. It may be preferable for further consideration to be given to work with the NUS on the kind of support and training that can be offered to students, including those in the smaller student unions, so as to ensure that as far as possible the student submission is seen as representing the broadest possible range of student views.

22 Please note any brief suggestions you have about strengthening the role of students in the review process.

As above

Other comments

i) In the table in Part two, setting out the combinations of reviews that may determine the Intervals between subsequent reviews there is no mention of collaborative provision audit (or the hybrid model if relevant).  The suggestion in paragraph 71 is that for those institutions whose last engagement was under Institutional Audit and who underwent separate home and collaborative provision audits, the interval should be calculated from the audit of the home provision.  This seems reasonable provided there are no circumstances where a subsequent collaborative provision audit has had an unsatisfactory outcome.

ii) Also in Part two, while we welcome the statement in paragraph 69 that DAP scrutiny at any level which has a successful outcome will be regarded as a successful review for the purposes of calculating the interval between reviews, we would suggest that more flexibility might be needed on how a DAP scrutiny that does not lead to the award of DAP might be treated.  An institution that is not regarded as meeting the criteria for the conferment of foundation, taught or research degree awarding powers for some specific reason might still have met all the requirements for positive judgements in review.  It would be unfortunate if such institutions were to be in some sense penalised for making an unsuccessful application for DAP. 

Iii) Finally, in Part 5, After the review visit, we note the suggestion in paragraph 132 that providers which fail to provide a satisfactory action plan or which fail to engage with recommendations may be referred to the QAA's Concerns procedures.  We also note the suggestion that where a judgement of 'does not meet' is given in any area, HEFCE's policy for dealing with unsatisfactory quality may be invoked.  While we recognise that the latter is, as stated in the draft handbook, currently being revised, we would note that it will be important as far as possible to ensure consistency of approach between the full range of providers subject to HE Review.

Helen Bowles 

Deputy Chief Executive Officer and Policy Adviser, GuildHE
April 2013  

