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Response to the Select Committee from the Executive Committee of the Quality Strategy Network (QSN)
Preamble

1.
The Quality Strategy Network is the membership body for senior quality managers within UK HE.  The QSN Executive Committee made a submission to the Select Committee for Innovation, Universities and Skills Inquiry into Students and Universities (recorded as submission 57).

2.
Given the particular experience and expertise of network members, the Submission confined itself to the questions relating to academic standards, which were under the heading “degree classification”.  

3.
This open response has been prepared by the Executive Committee, with comments and observations also provided by the membership.  Whilst noting various matters of relevance and interest throughout the report, QSN has agreed to restrict its response to the matters discussed in chapter 5 under the heading “Standards and quality”. 

4.
A number of the Select Committee’s observations and recommendations are necessarily interlinked, and we have not attempted to respond in chronological fashion to the report.  Our observations are grouped under broad themes, which are (in order):
· Institutional freedom

· Degree standards

· External examining

· Institutional accreditation 

· Quality Assurance Agency

· Information for students.
Introduction 
5.
We acknowledge the breadth of the Select Committee inquiry, and the range of issues discussed.  However, perhaps as a consequence of this, we are disappointed that some important areas were not considered in sufficient depth, which has led to some superficial or partial responses.

6.
As we indicated in our submission, institutions in the UK higher education system take their responsibilities for the maintenance of standards and quality very seriously.  We gave a comprehensive overview of the range of mechanisms which work together, and the ways in which consistency across the sector is assured, including the use of common external reference points.  This does not seem to have been fully acknowledged by the Select Committee, and we are disappointed that the views and experiences of senior quality professionals were not given higher prominence.  

7.
We do not wish to suggest that “everything in the garden is rosy”; there are no doubt improvements which could be made, and the Select Committee has highlighted a number of areas where further reflection is required.  We are pleased that the work of higher education institutions is important to Parliament, and trust that its commitment to continued high quality education will be reflected in its future dealings with the sector.  However we do wish to re-confirm that quality assurance systems are consistently being reviewed and updated to ensure their fitness for purpose, for example in improving responsiveness to employer needs while maintaining academic standards.  We do not believe there is any evidence that the current system is failing, or systemically unsound, and we are disappointed that the Select Committee does not state this unequivocally.  

8.
We also note the Select Committee’s apparent frustration with the diverse range of mission groups, and the challenge of securing one unequivocal answer on behalf of the sector as a whole (para 29).  This diversity is a great strength of the sector, and has been explicitly encouraged by both Government and the Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE), and we are surprised that the Select Committee had not anticipated some variations in priority or indeed views.  
Institutional freedom (para 242)
9.
We accept that the concept of institutional freedom is elusive, and that it may not always be clear – to Government or to institutions – what the limitations of this freedom are.  We agree that it may be useful to clarify the extent of institutional freedom, although in practice we suspect that no concordat will be sufficiently all-encompassing to settle all future disputes without some ambiguity.  In addition, we note that Government, as a key funder of higher education, will always have the opportunity to influence policy decisions by imposing conditions on certain funding streams (as for example with the recent change to policy in relation to students seeking equivalent or lower qualifications to those they already hold).
Degree standards

10.
We were pleased that the Select Committee noted the QSN’s observations on the possible influences on the rising proportions of students achieving First or Upper Second Class degrees (in para 247 of the report).  Given that we were recorded as being almost alone in responding to this issue on behalf of the sector, we were disappointed not to be given the opportunity of discussing this further with the Select Committee, especially as it subsequently reached a judgement which appeared to ignore the evidence we had submitted and which it had noted. 
11.
We note the Select Committee’s view that “it is unacceptable for the sector to…  be unable to answer a straightforward question” about the comparability of degrees (para 305).  This is a deceptively simple question to which the answer is complex, given the diversity of the sector and the inevitable differences between degree courses within and across institution.  Also, the responses given as evidence were perhaps not as fully-formed as they might have been.  However, the sector is far from complacent with regard to the safeguarding of standards, and we are surprised that the Select Committee expressed such a strong view about this based on such a limited investigation.  
12.
However, we acknowledge that this is a question of broader public interest, and that public (and employer) perceptions about the value of degrees are important, and will become increasingly so given the higher numbers of graduates.  We agree that it may be useful for the sector to discuss this matter further, through its representative groups, with a view to presenting a clearer articulation of its position; and we would be pleased to be engaged with this work. 

13.
We are interested in the suggestion that QAA should draw up the characteristics of each class of Honours degree (para 256).  We are not clear what would be gained by such an activity, which we believe would be misplaced.  As we noted in our submission, and repeat above, the diversity of the sector is one of its great strengths.  However the difference in mission and in the intentions of programmes of study mean that different outcomes are being sought; and in consequence, we believe that it would be misplaced to seek a single set of characteristics for each class of degree.  The most successful graduates from a business-facing university may have a very different skillset from a graduate from the Russell Group, but this does not mean that either is better, or more valuable, than the other.  The skills required of a nursing degree, set out in the Nursing benchmark, are inevitably very different from those required of a Philosophy degree.  We also invite the Select Committee to reflect on the “traditional” degrees, largely assessed by examination, and the extent to which these reflected the modern requirements of teamwork, negotiation, flexibility, and the other transferable skills rated so highly by Leitch and by other employer groups.  
14.
We note the suggestion that institutions should publish the methodological assumptions underpinning assessments for all degrees (para 260).  We are not convinced that this work would be of significant value, and note that summative judgement into a small number of categories will inevitably blur some distinctions.  However we do not believe that the work in itself would be difficult or problematic for institutions.  
15.
We welcome the Select Committee’s confirmation that it supports the continuation of the current degree classification, at least for an interim period (para 264).  We would draw the Committee’s attention to our submission, and our comment that a summative judgement, however limited in scope, provides potential employers with a useful starting point in considering applications.  We are unsurprised that employer groups confirmed this position.

16.
We are interested in the comments which are made about the proposed Higher Education Achievement Record (HEAR), which was welcomed by the Select Committee (para 261ff).  The intention of the HEAR is to provide more detailed information about the achievement and attributes of graduates.  It is not our place, in this response, to comment on the pilot of the HEAR, but we do note that there are some contentious issues about the wish of students for a full record of their behaviours and activities, and the concern of institutions only to publish what can be verified.  We await the outcome of this pilot with interest.  However, we would wish to stress that the degree classification, together with the detailed transcript (whether or not it includes a HEAR), is of significant relevance primarily in securing a first graduate job.  It is unlikely to be of such interest to subsequent employers, who will focus more strongly on professional achievement and references.  Given the more fragmented nature of careers in the 21st century, and the probability that graduates will not follow a linear career path, the importance of the degree classification is further reduced.  Of course we accept its importance to students and to graduate employers, and we do not wish to suggest that an indication of performance is not essential.  However we would not wish the sector to focus its energies and resources exclusively on matters relating to the classification, and associated matters of transcripts, especially at a time when it faces so many other challenges. 
External examining (para 267ff)
17.
We are disappointed that the views of a very small sample of academics appear to have dominated the debate on external examiners.  No doubt there are a small number of occasions where the examiner appointed is too close to the course team, although in general this will be moderated through the involvement of other examiners.  More importantly, both institutional policies and national standards (such as the QAA Code of practice) provide safeguards against this, and the appointment and role of external examiners are considered as a central part of Institutional Audit.  The caricatures of the system provided by some witnesses do not resonate with our experiences of the modern external examiner system, in which the vast majority of external examiners will be hard-working, experienced professionals who undertake a time-consuming role (for comparatively little reward).  We are concerned that some of the views expressed, and apparently taken seriously by the Select Committee, appear instead to reflect long-standing prejudices.  

18.
The Select Committee – together with some of its witnesses – appears to view the external examiner system as of paramount importance, as though it alone bore the weight for the assurance of consistency of standards.  As we noted in our original submission, external examiners have a critical role to play in assuring standards, but in this they do not (and cannot) act alone; standards are assured, and quality maintained and enhanced, through a comprehensive quality assurance framework within each institution and across the sector.  

19.
In addition, in many subjects, professional bodies are involved in the accreditation and review of programmes, either as a regulatory requirement (such as in healthcare) or as quality standard that is either a de facto requirement to recruit students (such as the BPS in psychology) or a recognition of high quality (such as EQUIS in management).

20.
There is a difficult balance to be struck: we need external examiners to be familiar with the area they are asked to examine (and our considerable collective experience suggests that this is overwhelmingly the case, despite some of the evidence submitted), and in consequence it is likely that they will know some members of a teaching team through their wider engagement within the subject community.  Similarly, it is unsurprising if visits are conducted in a civil and cordial way.  Neither of these facts mean that external examiners are unable to be objective and independent in their judgement; indeed, it is offensive to suggest that they are insufficiently professional to do so.  
21.
If there is evidence that pressure is put on examiners – internal or external – to award higher or lower marks for reasons other than the quality of the work presented, and its success in demonstrating the outcomes required, these should of course be investigated fully by the institution concerned; or, if this proves ineffective, by the QAA.  There is no place in the UK higher education system for inadequate or inappropriate marking or award practices.  We would further suggest that the repeated publicity given to reported occurrences of poor practice suggest a far greater incidence than is the case. 

22.
In our submission, we argued strongly against the notion of a central register of external examiners.  We were concerned about the associated bureaucratic burden; and more significantly, we were unclear how such a system would work, noting the care taken by institutions to select examiners with the specific knowledge necessary for their own programmes.  Nor did we see how a central register would be able to match the efficacy of the current process in terms of refreshing and updating the list of suitable examiners, especially in new or growth areas where the number of potential examiners may be restricted.  We are disappointed that the Select Committee has made this recommendation (para 273) without considering the implications in greater detail, or indeed responding to the issues raised in our submission, and previously raised by the sector when the register was first proposed.  We see no reason to change our stated position.  
23.
However we do note at this point a concern not current at the time of the Inquiry, and hence not commented on in evidence or the report.  The current funding methodology applied by HEFCE allocates no funding to students who do not submit for the final assessment task in a module, irrespective of their previous behaviour.  In theory, this could mean that an institution accrues less funding for the student concerned, despite the student's attending throughout a module, undertaking all related learning activities, but not engaging with the final assessment task.  In such circumstances, universities may be encouraged into course structures and institutional behaviours which respond to the funding model rather than good pedagogic practice.  Whilst this would be unfortunate, universities have to be realistic, and are indeed consistently encouraged to be more business-like by the same Funding Council.  We cannot, in this response, give a detailed analysis of impact, but we note that this is an area where further work may be required. 

Institutional accreditation

24.
Quite aside from issues of the legal status of institutions, we do not see any value to requiring publicly-funded institutions to undergo accreditation every 10 years (para 229).  The cycle of institutional audits, together with interim measures such as the causes for concern procedure, provide QAA, on behalf of the Funding Council, with reliable information about institutional performance; and HEFCE has been clear that funding would be withdrawn from any institution which did not engage satisfactorily with this process.  We believe that a robust institutional audit process should be sufficient to provide the necessary assurance.  We accept that institutions which are not in receipt of public funds, many of which are educational charities, may be in a different position, and certainly we agree that there is a case for review of their accredited status in the event of a material change in ownership, control or governance.  We remind the Select Committee of the significant burden of accreditation (as evidenced through the taught degree awarding powers process), over and above institutional audit, and question whether this would be a sensible use of public resources.
Quality Assurance Agency (para209ff; passim)
25.
As we said in our original submission, we support the work of the Quality Assurance Agency (QAA).  We believe that it undertakes an invaluable function in providing a clear central framework for quality assurance activity (through its academic infrastructure comprising the Framework for Higher Education Qualifications, Code of Practice and Subject Benchmark Statements), and that it conducts audits with professionalism and insight.  Institutions take the judgements of QAA seriously, and engage fully with the Agency’s processes.  It has made a significant and positive contribution to the assurance of standards and enhancement of quality within UK higher education, and continues to do so.  Indeed training for auditors has contributed to a greater understanding of quality and standards issues across the sector.
26.
We note the comment from the Select Committee that: “We are not surprised that those from institutions that the QAA has on the whole found to be working well have commended the QAA” (para 209).  We consider this remark to be unworthy of the Committee.  There was considerable evidence submitted which indicated that the QAA is independent of institutions, and has the respect of the sector.  We note that the Select Committee did not equally dismiss the evidence of Professor Alderman on the grounds that it was unsurprising that those from institutions in which the QAA has found limited confidence have criticised the QAA. 

27.
We are interested in the recommendation that QAA should adopt a broader remit under the name “Quality and Standards Agency” (para 220).  Whilst this may have a superficial appeal, we are not confident that this is a suitable response to the issues identified by the Select Committee (some of which we consider to be based on partial understanding).  We are not aware that the Inquiry has uncovered systemic failings within UKHE; we believe that it has, at most, identified some specific, individual issues which warrant attention.  There is no evidence to suggest that QAA as currently constituted is unable to address these.  
28.
In addition, we are not clear what would be expected of the new QSA.  It would clearly be impractical for auditors to review actual assessments – this is quite properly the task of the external examiners (who are likely to be drawn from the same pool of staff who might be called upon to undertake an audit); and we are not clear what additional authority and expertise would be called upon in inviting these judgements to be reviewed.  Indeed the evidence from 1997, when this was first mooted, was that in these circumstances many external examiners would stand down from their roles, feeling them to have become redundant.  

29.
It would be possible, and legitimate, to extend the scope of matters to be considered during an audit, and potentially to extend the range of observations of process undertaken.  We accept that this may be valuable in helping to restore confidence in the sector.  However we note that this would only require a revision to the current audit methodology, rather than a change in status for the Agency. 
30.
We also accept that there may have been occasions where QAA has responded less quickly than might have been ideal to certain issues, either within individual institutions or in the sector as a whole.  QAA has itself acknowledged this.  We remind the Select Committee that QAA has only a modest staff; its reviewers and auditors are experienced professionals from across the sector who are contracted to the Agency for agreed periods of time.  It may be that QAA needs to give some further consideration to how best it can establish teams to respond rapidly to emerging concerns, given these constraints.   
31.
The good working relationship between institutions on the one hand, and the organisation established to monitor and report on the assurance of standards and the enhancement of quality on the other, is of great value.  The QAA commands the respect of the sector, and because its auditors and reviewers are drawn from across the sector (and contracted to QAA), institutions have confidence that they have the requisite expertise and knowledge to stand in judgement on their peers.  We note the recent agreement to include students as members of audit teams as further evidence of the transparency of this process.  A system which was not founded on this mutual respect would not secure the engagement and confidence of institutions.  We note that recommendations for improvement are made following each audit visit, and that these are followed through at the next audit.  Any suggestion that the current process is in some way cosy, or insufficiently rigorous, is not borne out by the facts of the case.
32.
We strongly support the recommendation that any change should be effected within the existing organisational structures (para 220).  The abolition of one organisation and creation of another, doing much of the same work, would inevitably waste considerable time and resources, and in an environment where both are precious. 

Information for students

33.
We accept that information to students and prospective students must be as full and comprehensive as possible, although we note that there are always limitations to this, in part because of the vast amount of information to which a student may wish to have access.  In practice, institutions do make considerable information available, and endeavour to signpost this; but given that each student has different interests and requirements, care must be taken to ensure that the information also remains navigable for the majority.
34.
We are surprised at the explicit focus on teaching hours (para 221ff), which may vary by subject and by institution for a wide range of reasons.  As a result, we are concerned that an over-emphasis on contact time might mask the wider requirements of an Honours degree at the various institutions.  Contact time is not a good proxy for effort, or for investment.  The number of teaching hours is, at most, part of what a student needs to know about course structure and expectations, and we are concerned that the focus on teaching time may lead to simplistic and inaccurate comparison and prove misleading as to the nature of the learning a student is expected to do within higher education.  We believe that a form of presentation can be found which allows for greater clarity about the nature of the learning experience, and the relationship between student and institution, which may in turn help to inform a student about the different nature of the learning experience at different institutions.  We note that this would need to include some guidance or explanation which could enable a prospective student to determine the experience to which he/she was best suited; also improved training for careers advisors would be very welcome.
35.
For this reason, we are surprised that the Select Committee states that: “it appears that different levels of effort are required in different universities to obtain degrees in similar subjects, which may suggest that different standards may be being applied” (para 222).  This is a conclusion completely unwarranted by the facts, or indeed the evidence referenced in the report.  Nevertheless, we do accept that there would be value to some further research into the educational experience of UK students when compared to those in other competitor countries, for instance in continental Europe, Australia and the US.  We would hope that this research would consider both qualitative and quantitative issues in some depth, to reach a rounded and reliable view. 
36.
Similarly, we are surprised at the suggestion that external examiners’ reports should be published, without redaction (para 273).  There are numerous reasons why this is unlikely to be a profitable move, but to focus on three, specifically:
i) summaries of external examiners’ reports were published routinely, for several years, on the teaching quality information (TQI) website.  Evidence showed that these reports were seldom accessed, and that prospective students were not interested in them.  This effectively made their publication redundant, and hence the requirement to produce them was withdrawn. 
ii) Even were prospective students interested in the reports, it is not clear how accessible they would be.  Higher education professionals inevitably use specialist language (which those outside the sector might consider jargon) to describe their practices, and this would be unfamiliar to anyone not working within the sector.  

iii) There is a risk that external examiners would simply moderate their comments, meaning that their reports were less frank and open.  This would be of no value to anyone.  An examiner would inevitably consider his/her comments in a different light if they were to be available in the public domain, and may feel that some observations made in good faith to an institution would not be appropriate in this format in case they were misconstrued by an inexpert audience.
37.
For these reasons, we consider this to be an unhelpful recommendation, although we do agree that student representatives should see full and unredacted versions of reports (other than the removal of material which could be used to identify an individual) through internal review processes.  Indeed this is standard practice.  The reports are not “secret”, but are prepared for a particular purpose; and their value would be reduced were that purpose to be diluted.
Conclusion 

38.
Overall, we believe strongly that the current arrangements for the assurance of standards and the enhancement of quality are comprehensive and effective. None of these arrangements is sufficient on its own, but they all work together to create a coherent and robust quality assurance system.  We acknowledge, however, that significant public funds are invested in higher education, and that it is consequently incumbent upon the sector to demonstrate the security of standards.  We accept that individual incidents, however unrepresentative, damage the image and reputation of the higher education sector both at home and abroad.

39. We look forward to a dialogue, with QAA and others, about the most effective way of addressing these concerns, and providing the levels of assurance sought by the Select Committee, on behalf of the general public.  
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