QSN response to the consultation on the revised operational description for institutional review
	1a
	Do you agree that the changes noted take account of the requirements of the sponsoring bodies and the QAS principles? 

	
	We agree that the changes respond to the requirements of the sponsoring bodies, and the QAS principles. 


	1b
	Will the changes help to strengthen management of quality and standards in institutions?

	
	We believe that the current strong arrangements for the management of quality and standards will be maintained, although not strengthened. 


	1c
	Will the changes provide clearer information about quality and standards to a variety of stakeholders?

	
	We accept that some of the proposals may provide clearer information to stakeholders, although we caution against the assumption that all stakeholders will necessarily comprehend the information that can be made available in this way.  In particular, we draw attention to our comments under Question 3a, and note our concern that any “league table” based on judgements would not be reliable, but would inevitably be used more widely than the actual reports and judgements themselves. 


	2a
	Do you agree that further consideration of the way in which collaborative provision and overseas provision is reviewed is required? 

	
	We consider that further work on collaborative provision would be welcome, especially given the wide variety and diversity of provision.  Further clarification on the ways in which collaborative provision is reviewed, and the reasons for decisions in each case, would always be welcomed by many institutions: this might usefully include greater transparency of the criteria currently used by the Agency to determine whether collaborative provision is 'large or complex' and therefore deserving of closer scrutiny. 


	2b
	Do you have any suggestions for improving the current processes?

	
	We consider that this should be the subject of a separate consultation, most notably involving those institutions which are affected.  We agree that, where possible, partnerships with overseas quality agencies might provide a more efficient and effective starting point for reviews.


	3a
	We want to express judgments in a useful, informative and credible way. 

Does either Annex 2a or 2b do this, and is one more helpful than the other to particular groups of stakeholders? 

	
	We accept that stakeholders are keen that judgements should show greater degrees of gradation.  However, we are concerned that judgements with more than one passing grade and one failing grade could give rise to serious difficulties. 
We are concerned that asking teams to make a judgement on “standards”, rather than the “management of standards”, is not sustainable.  As the review team will have seen no primary evidence, a failing judgement would potentially be extremely difficult to defend in any subsequent legal action (which we consider inevitable, given the impact on an institution).  We also note that a passing judgement against standards which was subsequently challenged (for example, by external examiners) would call into question the whole review methodology, and not just the judgement at the individual institution.  This is also a concern with judgements about quality; we note that some primary evidence is available (through meetings with students and employer groups, for example), but it is not easy to determine accurate and representative information across the full range of a quality judgement. 

We are strongly of the view that a judgement on standards can only be “yes / no”; students either meet threshold standards or they do not.  It may be possible to give more gradations in the other judgements, although we suggest that the new funding arrangements place an emphasis on proxies for quality, and for enhancement; and that institutional behaviour is more likely to prioritise these proxies, and the importance of securing strong performance in order to attract students.  (We suggest that if, for instance, an institution demonstrated strong performance in the National Student Survey and in graduate destinations, it would be counter-intuitive for the review team to give a poor judgement on quality.)
Our greatest concern about gradations of judgement is that these will be of increasing significance to institutions, and hence are likely to come under greater challenge.  We are not convinced that it will be easy for review teams to reach consistency of judgement against the complex range of criteria; and that it would need significant involvement from the Assistant Director to ensure that judgements were indeed consistent across reviews.  However this would require the Assistant Director to undertake a new role and contribute to the judgement process, rather than simply overseeing this process and ensuring that it had been managed effectively.  We do not consider that this would be a welcome move, either to the QAA or to institutions. 
We do see some merit in the possible commendation, but note that this would also be complex to manage, and we are not convinced that the benefits would outweigh the burden and, indeed, might add a degree of complexity that potentially confuses stakeholders.
Overall, we have serious concerns around the proposed grading system within the judgements.  If there are four judgements, each with four grades (or five if the commendation is included), there is the potential of a twenty point matrix, which will readily transfer into a “league table” of judgements.  This has particular implications if the application of the criteria is inconsistent, and so the distinction between the different grades becomes arbitrary.
We do accept that a process which awards all institutions passing judgements would have its detractors; but we believe that a reliable and defensible system is preferable to one which may appear superficially attractive, but would not in fact provide reliable judgements.  This is made more important because of the potential funding implications of less than the highest available judgement. 


	3b
	Can you suggest alternatives for the words used to express grades of judgment? 

	
	We consider that the word “satisfactory” is inappropriate to use in a judgement, as it carries connotations of “marginal pass” which are not reflected in the guidance, and could give a misleading impression, especially in overseas markets.  Phrases such as “at the level” (compared to “above the level) expected in all UK HEIs” or “meets the expectations of the reviewers” are better ways of expressing a satisfactory outcome.


	3c
	If you feel that neither of the given formats is informative or credible, do you have suggestions for other formats? 

	
	We have no comments other than those made under 3a.


	3d
	What will be the challenges for institutions and audit teams in the use of the judgment formats given as examples? 

	
	As noted at 3a, we are concerned that the more complex structure of judgements would be extremely difficult to apply consistently across a wide range of review visits.  The guidance is admirably comprehensive, but this inevitably makes analysis of the evidence base more complex and therefore consistency of decision-making increasingly difficult.  The level expected of all UK HEIs can be inferred from this guidance, which would make a judgement against this criterion straightforward. 


	3e
	Do you have any suggestions for further guidance on which to base judgments? 

	
	We should not wish to add to guidance which is already comprehensive and lengthy.  We consider that this would simply add a further layer of complexity. 


	4
	It is intended that all documentation provided for the review team (see Annex 5) will be uploaded to a secure QAA electronic folder. Do you see any particular challenges for institutions in providing documentation in this form, or for review teams in using the documentation? 

	
	We have no specific concerns about the provision of information electronically, although we note the importance of ensuring technological compatibility.  However, we would wish for further clarification of the security of any information so provided, for example that it could not be made available to other bodies (either deliberately or through oversight).  
We note that one way of achieving this would be through the provision of information through the institution’s own intranet, with the review team given access for the full period required.  This is already standard practice in many institutions between the briefing visit and the audit, to permit the team to access policies and procedures; and would carry fewer security risks.



	5a
	Do you agree that agreed reference points for review should be increased to include more than the Academic Infrastructure? 

	
	The Executive acknowledges the value of agreed reference points for the sector.  We agree that it would be useful to extend the range of reference points as suggested. As part of this, it would be helpful to distinguish between those reference points which require compliance and those which offer suggested good practice.


	5b
	Is agreement through the substantive/minor changes process (see paragraphs 73-81) appropriate? 

	
	We support this proposal.


	5c
	Do you see any problems with using the additional reference points currently being suggested (see Annex 3b)? 

	
	We consider the current proposal to be acceptable, but the most important aspect is that the QAA is explicit about the list of reference points (which should be updated as required).


	6a
	Do you agree that it would be useful to enhance the role of the institutional contact as described in paragraphs 35-37? 

	
	We can see the benefits of an enhanced role for the institutional contact in supporting the institutional review process.  However, we would emphasise the importance of training to ensure that this role was well understood by both institutions and reviewers.  We are surprised that the guidance suggests that the contact may not be someone with institutional responsibility for matters of quality and standards, as this would seem to be the most obvious group of postholders; we should be concerned if the performance of the facilitator ultimately affected the conduct of the review, or indeed the outcomes and a genuinely shared expectation and understanding of the role would be crucial to ensuring this could not be the case.  We suggest therefore that the guidance might be revised to emphasise the importance of the facilitator providing objective or directional (ie “where to look”) information to the team. 


	6b
	Are there other tasks or responsibilities which the Institutional facilitator should carry out? 

	
	We would not wish to identify any other responsibilities for the facilitator.


	6c
	Do you agree that the role of 'lead student representative' as described in paragraph 38 should be included in the review process?

	
	We have no objection to this proposal, although we note that in smaller institutions, there may be one or indeed no student sabbatical officers, and it is therefore important not to place too much weight on the role of lead student representative.  We acknowledge that student auditors have demonstrated considerable awareness and expertise, but do have some concerns that the workload and responsibilities of the role of lead student representative must remain realistic.


	7a
	What do you see as the challenges for institutions of online briefing? 

	
	We are not convinced that online briefing is as effective for those unfamiliar with the process.  Face-to-face meetings encourage genuine engagement and reflection, as well as offering the chance to pose questions as they arise, and we consider that this is particularly useful for those new to relevant roles within institutions, and to student representatives.  We are therefore not convinced by this proposal; we acknowledge the potential cost-savings, but are concerned that in fact the potential for misunderstandings might increase costs in real terms. 


	7b
	Is it feasible to expect institutions to start preparing their SED after only an online briefing and remote contact with the coordinating QAA officer? 

	
	We have no problem with the proposed timescales. 


	8a
	Do you agree that there should be provision for review judgments to be changed after the follow-up process? 

	
	We strongly support this amendment, which will be even more important given the reputational damage which may accrue from a negative judgement at a time of higher student contributions.  We note that institutions which have received less than full confidence judgements during the current round of Audits may also welcome the opportunity to have this judgement reviewed, and we suggest that this should be incorporated into the revised arrangements in some form (either through the possibility of follow-up review as proposed; through an earlier than scheduled institutional review; or through the allocation of a kitemark or similar mark of approval to all institutions which have satisfactorily completed their action plan). 
We note that, if a broader spectrum of judgements were to be introduced, it is likely that institutions would wish that all judgements other than the “most positive” to be open to review. 


	8b
	Should the visitors be peers or can QAA officers carry out this follow-up visit and give a new judgment?

	
	The principle of peer review is central to the process.  We do not consider that it would be appropriate for officers of QAA to make a formal judgement in these cases, as they do not make judgements at main review events, and there would be the potential for challenge.  We suggest that at least two members of the original review team should conduct the subsequent review process; and that this should not include the student auditor, who may by this time be four years from their most recent higher education experience.



	9a
	What do you see as the main challenges for institutions of the way in which the process for thematic elements will operate? 

	
	We do not foresee particular challenges for institutions, in that sufficient advance notice will be given to enable institutions to respond through the SED.  Our concerns with the thematic process are twofold: firstly, that such an approach would not be sufficiently timely to respond to emerging concerns, which therefore require a different process; and secondly, that concentration on a particular theme might overly influence the review visit, or indeed institutional behaviour (see point (ii) under section 13 below).  It would be disappointing if the thematic element took on disproportionate significance. 


	9b
	Can you suggest more effective ways for the process to operate?

	
	We have no concerns about the operation of the process.


	10a
	What do you see as the main challenges for institutions of the way in which the process for introducing the changes to the review process will operate? 

	
	We do not foresee significant challenges for institutions. 


	10b
	Can you suggest more effective ways for the process to operate? 

	
	We have no observations to make.


	11a
	QAA is currently reviewing its complaints and appeals procedures. 

Are there any comments that you would like to offer about the way that these procedures currently operate?

	
	We have no comments about the current operation of these procedures. 


	11b
	Appeals are currently allowed against judgments of no confidence only; should the scope of the appeals scheme be broadened? 

	
	We note that any extension to the range of judgements would make appeals more likely, and we consider that it would be prudent for QAA to permit appeals against any judgement other than that in the highest category (see also response to question 8a above).  In particular, we note that any adverse judgement would have a major impact on an institution, especially given the proposed increase in graduate contributions to the costs of tuition, and hence any institution which received an adverse judgement would be likely to pursue this through any available mechanism.  The QAA appeals procedure would be preferable, in such circumstances, to legal action (which may follow, but would be less likely to be successful if an internal appeal had already been reviewed).  


	12
	What do you see as the particular challenges to institutions in working to the proposed review timeline? 

	
	We have no concerns about the proposed timeline. 


	13
	Are there any other comments you wish to offer about any part of the proposed method?

	
	i)
We wish to re-emphasise our concerns about the proposed judgements, as this is an area which has the potential to undermine the credibility of the review method both within the sector, and more broadly with stakeholders.  We do not believe that the more complex proposals, despite their superficial attractiveness, are sustainable in terms of providing reliable, comparable judgements.  

Our other comments are more wide-ranging, and are offered for reflection:

ii)
We note that the consultation has taken place in an environment which is about to change very significantly, with the removal of public funding for many courses, and the expectation of much higher graduate contributions from the direct beneficiaries of higher education.  This context is (understandably) not reflected in the proposed methodology, but we are concerned that there is a need for greater clarity about the purposes of institutional review, and the associated judgements, in this situation.  


We do not believe that the “proxies for quality” are in any sense adequate measures (for instance, see the recent report Dimensions of Quality by Graham Gibbs, published by the Higher Education Academy).  Nevertheless, it is obvious that the publication information set, once agreed, will be the central focus of decisions made about “quality” by prospective students and others, and indeed are intended to be so.  This leads to the counter-intuitive position that the review methodology encourages different values and behaviours to those promoted through the public information set, on which the institutional future may depend.  


An example is provided by the National Student Survey, which is increasingly given profile as a reliable and objective commentary on student satisfaction and hence of the quality of educational experience.  The institutional review method has a much broader definition of quality, and hence addresses a wide range of areas which are not covered by the NSS.  Hence we run the risk of having a quality system that values one set of criteria and a student survey that evaluates us on another set.  It is at least arguable that the wider public will be unclear about the purpose of review judgements in such a situation. 

iii)
We note indeed that there may be an argument for removing judgements about quality and enhancement completely, and relying on the “market” to respond to these.  If an institution performs disappointingly in the National Student Survey, we assume that reviewers are not expected to report quality “below the level expected” – even if the institution would appear at the foot of any notional league table based on NSS outcomes.  This would be left to “consumers”.  But what level of satisfaction is “expected”, and how is this judged?  We note the risk that an institution may have excellent NSS scores and similar data, but have poor processes; whereas another may have strong and purposeful processes, but still record low student satisfaction.  The former might risk an “unsatisfactory” judgement, despite clearly being in a much stronger recruitment position, using the measures identified as key indicators of quality.  If the review team’s judgement is effectively “made for them” by the public information, then there is no additional value to the judgement; whereas if it is actually about how quality is managed, it is likely to be of little interest of relevance to applicants.  A similar but stronger argument may be made in relation to the enhancement judgement, along the same lines. 

iv)
We understand the rationale for the removal of the briefing visit.  However, it is likely that the actual review visit will become more complex, given the wider range of judgements proposed (and potentially changing themes), and with more student meetings.  We therefore do have some concern that the one-day meeting may not prove sufficient to enable a team to brief itself fully in advance of the visit, which would put considerable extra pressure on the review week.  There may be an argument for extending this initial meeting to two days (or at very least ensuring that it lasts for one full day).  If the one day format is to be retained, this places additional emphasis on the importance of securing high-quality reviewers who are able to fulfil the role as described.  If reviewers are less well-informed when they arrive at the institution than they are at present, this may give rise to less consistency of approach and hence judgements which are less reliable than currently. 

v)
We are pleased to note the importance placed on enhancement in the proposed methodology. However, we do question the proposal to introduce a judgement specifically on quality enhancement, as distinct from assurance.  Quality professionals would view these as two necessary features of a good quality management system, and they are inextricably linked.  We are also concerned that the pure “enhancement” judgement has the potential to drive institutional behaviour in unintended ways.  For example, the definition of enhancement as “deliberate steps” may encourage an institution to take a somewhat narrow view of what enhancement should comprise.  There is a convincing argument that a major part of quality enhancement is about cultural change, which can be evidenced but, due to the nature of organisational culture, can be difficult to demonstrate comes as a result of a strategic approach (especially with a strict definition of the term ‘strategy’).  In other words, by making a separate judgement on enhancement, there is a danger that an institution alters direction in order to meet the QAA definition, rather than relying on its own vision.  (The introduction of thematic elements to reviews may also encourage such behaviour, but this will depend on the nature of the themes, and how they are handled by review teams.)

vi)
If large amounts of provision are no longer in receipt of direct public / HEFCE funding, the authority for institutional review is significantly weakened.  A regime which appeared excessively intrusive or burdensome would not gain the support of the sector.  How will this be reconciled?

vii)
It will be important to be explicit about the role and responsibilities of private providers (including the for-profit sector) to ensure that the interests of all stakeholder groups are protected.  In principle, it is not obvious that there should be any differentiation between the different institution types in terms of methodology. 

viii)
We acknowledge the importance of institutional review in providing assurance about the secure delivery of satisfactory higher education.  However, we also note that the most serious institutional failures in recent years have been failures of corporate (rather than academic) governance.  In order to safeguard the interests of all stakeholders, and most particularly student groups, we note the importance of a regular and thorough-going review of governance, given the higher risk of institutional failure.  

ix)
There is currently no clarity about the relationships between risk, quality and regulation.  Evidently these will develop as the new structure is implemented, but we are concerned that some existing bodies have been slow to adapt, and to consider their role in the new, changing environment. 
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