Consultation on the constitution, size and membership of the Advisory Committee on Degree Awarding Powers- GuildHE Response June 2013

Name: Helen Bowles
Capacity in which responding: Representing my organisation
Type of organisation: HE Sector Body (Representative Body)
Name of organisation: GuildHE
The proposals

Introduction of a representations process and its implications

Proposal 1: to continue the practice of the same individual chairing the QAA Board and the Advisory Committee on Degree Awarding Powers, whilst ensuring that this individual (and other Committee members) involved in determining the nature of a recommendation will not take part in any Board discussion or vote in the event of a representation being made

QAA is proposing to introduce a representations process for degree-awarding powers whereby an applicant may make a representation to the QAA Board against a Committee recommendation. To date, the Chairman of the QAA Board (who is always an independent member of the Board) has also chaired the Advisory Committee on Degree Awarding Powers. The introduction of a representations process suggests a need to consider the implications of the new process for the current chairing arrangements.

The arguments for retaining the status quo include the need to recognise the significant implications of the Committee's work in the regulation of entry to the UK higher education sector, reflected in the fact that the Committee is chaired at the highest level within QAA. Common chairmanship of the Board and Committee also serves to facilitate policy continuity. Set against these considerations, however, is a concern to ensure that the new arrangements operate, and are perceived to operate, in a fair and impartial manner. With this in mind, we propose that the Chairman of the Board should continue to chair both the Board and the Committee, but should not take part in any discussion or vote when the Board considers a representation against a Committee recommendation (the same principle would apply to any Board member previously involved in determining the nature of the recommendation to be made to the Board).

Do you agree with this proposal?
No

Please explain your response

GuildHE  Comments:   We welcome the proposed introduction of a representations process  but recognise that this will have implications for the chairing arrangements.    Given the potential importance of any representation that may be made against a Committee recommendation, we feel that it will be important for the Chair of the Board to be fully engaged in the discussion at that stage.  That being the case, we suggest that rather than having the Chair of the Board continuing to chair ACDAP but stepping back in the case of any representation against its recommendations, it would be more appropriate to have a different individual chairing ACDAP (with the latter then abstaining from any discussion or decision made by the Board on a representation against the Committee's  recommendation). 

.

Vice-Chancellors

Proposal 2: to reduce the number of serving vice-chancellors on the Committee whilst also enabling former vice-chancellors to apply for vacancies advertised

Currently, three vice-chancellors sit on the Committee and two vacancies have been created

by the retirement of two members (both heads of higher education institutions that were

granted university title at the end of 2012). To date, QAA has invited GuildHE and

Universities UK to nominate institutional heads to serve on the Committee. Individuals are

not appointed as representatives of those bodies, but rather as members in their own right.

Whilst there is no suggestion that the Committee has operated in anything other than a fair

and impartial manner thus far, the current establishment of the Committee means that it is

nevertheless open to potential claims of an anti-competitive bias against new entrants in

higher education. In order to address any perception of possible bias, we believe that a

reduction in the number of serving vice-chancellors would be appropriate, alongside making

provision for individuals who have worked in this capacity but who have retired to apply for

vacancies on the Committee, through QAA advertising vacancies on our website.

Do you agree with this proposal?
No

Please explain your response

GuildHE Comments: We think it important to continue to maintain the principle of peer review.  We feel it should be possible to address any potential claims of bias against new entrants while still maintaining a good level of representation from those operating at the most senior level within the HE sector.  While we would not, in principle, have objections to those who are very recently retired serving on the committee, we are not convinced that offers any advantages as a means of avoiding any perception of possible bias.  

Higher Education Institution Head

Proposal 3: to amend the 'head of a non-university higher education institution' category of membership to read 'one head of a non-university higher education provider'

The Committee's membership includes provision for 'one head of a non-university higher

education institution'. In our view this category should be amended to read 'one head of a

non-university higher education provider', which takes account of the higher education

reforms taking place in the UK and recognises the diversity of higher education providers in

the UK.

Do you agree with this proposal? Yes

Please explain your response
GuildHE Comments:  Given recent changes in the sector this seems a sensible way forward.  We assume it would allow for the appointment of a member from a further education college offering higher education provision, a category of provider not otherwise represented on ACDAP.

Pro Vice-Chancellors or equivalent

Proposal 4: to extend the membership category of 'Senior members of HEI (Pro Vice- Chancellors or equivalent)' to include individuals who hold or who have recently held relevant senior positions in higher education, for example senior (but non-executive) scholars and registrars

At present, three pro vice-chancellors (or equivalent) serve on the Committee. Of these, one

member (from a Scottish university) will have served six years on the Committee, thereby

creating a vacancy on the Committee in August 2013. The appointment of another member

(a QAA Board member from a Welsh university) came to an end in April 2013. We think

there may be merit in extending this category of membership to enable individuals who hold,

or who have recently held, relevant senior positions in higher education - for example senior

(but non-executive) scholars and registrars - to apply for vacancies on the Committee, as

appropriate.

Do you agree with this proposal? Yes with qualifications

Please explain your response

GuildHE Comments:  It seems entirely sensible to allow for the inclusion of those with direct responsibilities at a senior level for matters relating to quality and standards.  We are not clear however, what may be intended by the reference to 'senior but non-executive scholars' and think it would be important to ensure that those appointed have relevant responsibilities within their institutions.  Given the pace of change, there may also be a case for ensuring that this category is held by those currently in post within institutions rather than appointing those who have already retired from active engagement within HE.
Student representation

Proposal 5: to secure student representation on the Committee

QAA is committed to engaging students in all aspects of our work and at all levels, including

membership of the QAA Board. There has been no provision for a student member on the

Committee to date and we now wish to secure student representation on this Committee by

inviting a nomination from the National Union of Students, and through advertisement on our

website. We have learned from experience elsewhere that a student member may not

always be able to commit to serving on the Committee for a three-year period. We will

therefore seek to be flexible in determining the period of time student representatives serve

on the Committee.

Do you agree with this proposal? Yes

Please explain your response

GuildHE Comments:  We are very supportive of the inclusion of student representation in this as in other areas of the QAA's work.  We feel it is important that the process is managed in consultation with the NUS as the recognised representative body.

International perspective

Proposal 6: to provide an international perspective on the Committee

We would like to incorporate an international perspective in the membership of the

Committee, reflecting the fact that UK higher education transcends national borders. We

believe that this could be achieved by making use of QAA's network of contacts, including

international members engaged with QAA in review or related activity and those involved in

other quality assurance agencies in Europe and beyond, and through the open

advertisement of vacancies.

Do you agree with this proposal? Yes

Please explain your response

GuildHE Comments: This seems appropriate and sensible given the global reach of UK higher education.  Some thought may need to be given to the means of contacting appropriate individuals and  to the period of appointment so as to allow for greater flexibility in reflecting the international perspective.

An alternative approach to the current constitution of ACDAP

Proposal 7: to adopt an alternative approach to the current categorisation of members as set out in the constitution of the Committee

The proposals set out above are based on a continuation of the current constitution, amended to reflect changes taking place in UK higher education. An alternative approach would be for QAA to seek members who are not aligned with any particular category of membership as currently constituted but, rather, to advertise vacancies based on specified knowledge and expertise that we believe would be helpful in light of the different types of provider considered by the Committee.

Do you agree with this proposal? No

Please explain your response

GuildHE Comments: We feel that this alternative approach raises a number of potential difficulties. In effect, responsibility for appointing members of ACDAP would rest with the group making those appointments, presumably the Nominations and Remunerations Committee or some variant of that, and ultimately the Board.  The risk would be that rather than achieving a wider view, there would be a perception of a narrower group of interests being represented on ACDAP.  We recognise the need for members of ACDAP to have an understanding and appreciation of different kinds of provider of but feel the knowledge and expertise needed has a common base in the quality and standards of the education offered whatever the provider or whatever the means of delivery.

Recruitment and selection of ACDAP members

Proposal 8: to publish all vacancies on the QAA website and invite nominations from

representative bodies for consideration by the Board's Nominations and

Remunerations Committee

Vacancies and associated person specifications will be published on the QAA website, and representative bodies (for example GuildHE, the UK Council of Colleges, the National Union of Students and Universities UK) will be invited to submit nominations. It is important to make a distinction between nomination and appointment. Although nominations will be invited, this does not mean that nominations from representative bodies will have preferential treatment. All responses will be considered by the QAA Board's Nominations and Remunerations Committee in the first instance, for subsequent agreement by the QAA Board.

Do you agree with this proposal? No (but with qualifications
Please explain your response

GuildHE comments: We can see some advantages in allowing for more transparency in appointments to ACDAP but have some concerns that this approach will make it more, rather than less, difficult to appoint people with appropriate knowledge and authority and may be subject to the some of the same sort of objections as proposal (7) above.

General comments

You are invited to respond to and provide further comment on the proposals.

GuildHE comments: We welcome the serious consideration being given to the issues and would be glad to discuss further if that would be helpful.

