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Preface

The Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education (QAA) exists to safeguard the public interest in
sound standards of higher education (HE) qualifications and to encourage continuous improvement
in the management of the quality of HE.

To do this QAA carries out reviews of individual HE institutions (universities and colleges of HE).
In England and Northern Ireland this process is known as institutional audit. QAA operates similar
but separate processes in Scotland and Wales.

The purpose of institutional audit
The aims of institutional audit are to meet the public interest in knowing that universities and
colleges are:

e providing HE, awards and qualifications of an acceptable quality and an appropriate academic
standard, and

e exercising their legal powers to award degrees in a proper manner.

Judgements

Institutional audit results in judgements about the institutions being reviewed. Judgements are

made about:

e the confidence that can reasonably be placed in the soundness of the institution's present and likely
future management of the quality of its programmes and the academic standards of its awards

e the reliance that can reasonably be placed on the accuracy, integrity, completeness and
frankness of the information that the institution publishes, and about the quality of its
programmes and the standards of its awards.

These judgements are expressed as either broad confidence, limited confidence or no confidence
and are accompanied by examples of good practice and recommendations for improvement.
Nationally agreed standards

Institutional audit uses a set of nationally agreed reference points, known as the 'Academic
Infrastructure', to consider an institution's standards and quality. These are published by QAA and
consist of:

e The framework for higher education qualifications in England, Wales and Northern Ireland (FHEQ),
which include descriptions of different HE qualifications
The Code of practice for the assurance of academic quality and standards in higher education
subject benchmark statements, which describe the characteristics of degrees in different subjects
guidelines for preparing programme specifications, which are descriptions of the what is on
offer to students in individual programmes of study. They outline the intended knowledge,

skills, understanding and attributes of a student completing that programme. They also give
details of teaching and assessment methods and link the programme to the FHEQ.




The audit process
Institutional audits are carried out by teams of academics who review the way in which institutions
oversee their academic quality and standards. Because they are evaluating their equals, the process
is called 'peer review'.

The main elements of institutional audit are:

a preliminary visit by QAA to the institution nine months before the audit visit
a self-evaluation document submitted by the institution four months before the audit visit

a written submission by the student representative body, if they have chosen to do so, four
months before the audit visit

a detailed briefing visit to the institution by the audit team five weeks before the audit visit
the audit visit, which lasts five days

the publication of a report on the audit team's judgements and findings 20 weeks after the
audit visit.

The evidence for the audit

In order to obtain the evidence for its judgement, the audit team carries out a number of activities,
including:

reviewing the institution's own internal procedures and documents, such as regulations, policy
statements, codes of practice, recruitment publications and minutes of relevant meetings, as
well as the self-evaluation document itself

reviewing the written submission from students

asking questions of relevant staff

talking to students about their experiences

exploring how the institution uses the Academic Infrastructure.

The audit team also gathers evidence by focusing on examples of the institution's internal quality
assurance processes at work using 'audit trails'. These trails may focus on a particular programme or
programmes offered at that institution, when they are known as a 'discipline audit trail'. In addition,
the audit team may focus on a particular theme that runs throughout the institution's management
of its standards and quality. This is known as a 'thematic enquiry'.

From 2004, institutions will be required to publish information about the quality and standards of their
programmes and awards in a format recommended in document 03/51, Information on quality and
standards in higher education: Final guidance, published by the Higher Education Funding Council for
England. The audit team reviews progress towards meeting this requirement.
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Introduction

A team of auditors from the Quality Assurance
Agency for Higher Education (QAA) visited the
University of Ulster (the University) from 25 to
29 April 2005 to carry out an institutional audit.
The purpose of the audit was to provide public
information on the quality of the opportunities
available to students and on the academic
standards of its awards.

To arrive at its conclusions the audit team spoke
to members of staff throughout the University,
to current students, and read a wide range of
documents relating to the way the University
manages the academic aspects of its provision.

The words 'academic standards' are used to
describe the level of achievement that a student
has to reach to gain an academic award (for
example, a degree). It should be at a similar
level across the UK.

Academic quality is a way of describing how
well the learning opportunities available to
students help them to achieve their award. It is
about making sure that appropriate teaching,
support, assessment and learning opportunities
are provided for them.

In institutional audit, both academic standards
and academic quality are reviewed.

Outcome of the audit

As a result of its investigations, the audit team's
view of the University is that:

e  broad confidence can be placed in the
soundness of the institution's current and
likely future management of the quality of
its academic programmes and the
academic standards of its awards.

Features of good practice

The audit team identified the following areas of
good practice:

e the University's demonstrable
commitment to, and achievement of, an
embedded academic quality culture

e the systematic approach, incorporating
effective consultation, piloting, evaluation,
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project management and institutional
oversight adopted for the introduction of
strategic University developments

e the comprehensive provision for the
support, training and supervision of
research students

e the effectiveness of the University's staff
development activity, arising from the
range and relevance of provision, the
alignment to institutional priorities, and
proactive management and coordination

e the University's coherent and comprehensive
strategy for the development and
implementation of e-learning.

Recommendations for action

The audit team also recommends that the
University should consider further action in a
number of areas to ensure that the academic
quality and standards of the awards it offers are
maintained. It would be desirable for the
University to:

e  expedite the resolution of the purpose
and scope of staff appraisal, and to
establish appropriate procedures for
consistent and effective implementation
across the University

e  promote, maximise and render more
visible the employer contribution to
subject development

e  clarify and make explicit the University's
minimum requirements for internal
moderation of assessment results to ensure
appropriate consistency of practice across
the University

e  clarify, in formal documentation, the extent
and limits of external examiners' authority
to moderate the marks of individual
students to ensure fairness to all students.

Outcomes of discipline audit trails in
the built environment; computing;
education; environmental studies;
and social administration and policy

To arrive at these overall conclusions the audit
team spoke to staff and students, and was given

page 1



University of Ulster

information about the University as a whole. The
team looked at the areas of provision above to
find out how well the University's systems and
procedures were working at the discipline level.
The University provided the team with
documents, including student work and, here
too, the team spoke to staff and students. As
well as supporting the overall confidence
statements given above, the team considered
that the standard of student achievement in the
five discipline areas was appropriate to the title
of the awards made and their place in The
framework for higher education qualifications in
England, Wales and Northern Ireland. The team
considered the quality of the learning
opportunities available to students was suitable
for programmes of study leading to the awards.

National reference points

To provide further evidence to support its
findings the audit team also investigated the use
made by the University of the Academic
Infrastructure, which QAA has developed on
behalf of the whole of UK higher education. The
Academic Infrastructure is a set of nationally
agreed reference points that help to define both
good practice and academic standards. The
findings of the audit confirm that the University
has embedded these developments in a timely
and comprehensive way into its management of
quality and standards.

From 2004, QAA's audit teams comment on
the reliability of the information about
academic quality and standards that institutions
will be required to publish, listed in the Higher
Education Funding Council for England's
document 03/51, Information on quality and
standards in higher education: Final guidance.
The University has responded fully and
positively to the requirements set out in both
documents and the team found that the
relevant information had been made publicly
available on the Higher Education and Research
Opportunities in the UK (HERO) website.
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Main report

1 This is a report of an institutional audit of
the University of Ulster (the University). The audit
was undertaken during the week commencing
25 April 2005. The purpose of the audit was to
provide public information on the quality of the
University's programmes of study and on the
discharge of its responsibility for its awards.

2 The audit was carried out using a process
developed by the Quality Assurance Agency for
Higher Education (QAA) in partnership with the
Higher Education Funding Council for England
(HEFCE), the Standing Conference of Principals
(SCOP) and Universities UK (UUK), and has
been endorsed by the Department for
Education and Skills and the Department for
Employment and Learning (DEL). For
institutions in England and Northern Ireland, it
replaces the previous processes of continuation
audit, undertaken by QAA at the request of
UUK and SCOP, and universal subject review,
undertaken by QAA on behalf of HEFCE, as part
of the latter's statutory responsibility for
assessing the quality of education that it funds.

3 The audit checked the effectiveness of the
University's procedures for establishing and
maintaining the standards of its academic
awards; for reviewing and enhancing the quality
of the programmes of study leading to those
awards; and for publishing reliable information.
As part of the audit process, according to
protocols agreed with HEFCE, SCOP and UUK,
the audit included consideration of an example of
institutional processes at work at the level of the
programme, through discipline audit trails
(DATs). The scope of the audit encompassed all
of the University's provision, other than
collaborative arrangements, leading to its awards.
The University will be subject to a separate audit
of its collaborative arrangements in due course.

Section 1: Introduction: the
University of Ulster

The institution and its mission

4  The University was established in 1984
with full degree-awarding powers through a
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merger of Ulster Polytechnic and the then New
University of Ulster, in the process becoming
the first trans-binary institution in UK higher
education (HE). It is located on four campuses
across Northern Ireland at Belfast, Jordanstown,
Magee in Londonderry and Coleraine, which is
also the administrative headquarters.

5  Since its establishment, the University has
more than doubled its student population and
is now the largest university in the island of
Ireland. It currently has over 24,000 enrolled
students, of which 8 per cent are studying for
sub-degree awards, 72 per cent for degree
awards and 20 per cent for taught or research
postgraduate awards. Courses have a strong
vocational element and the majority include a
period of industrial or professional placement.
Over 17,000 students are studying full-time,
while approximately 1,000 students are
enrolled on web-based distance-learning
courses delivered through the University's
virtual campus, CampusOne. The University
describes how the success of its commitment to
social inclusion is reflected by 46 per cent of its
full-time undergraduate entrants coming from
socio economic groups 4-7, 9 per cent in
excess of its benchmark. As part of its strategy
to promote wider participation in HE, the
University has established an extensive network
of partner institutions, predominantly colleges
and institutes of further and higher education
throughout Northern Ireland. Over 5,000
students, the majority of whom are studying
part-time, are enrolled on courses offered by
the partner institutions and which either lead to
awards of the University and provide access
routes to University of Ulster courses. This
collaborative provision will be the subject of a
separate collaborative audit in the future.

6  The major academic groupings within the
University are its five faculties: Arts; Business
and Management; Engineering; Life and Health
Sciences; and Social Sciences, each of which is
managed by a Dean. All faculties have provision
on more than one campus and comprise a
number of schools and a Research Graduate
School, which provide both subject foci and
supporting management structures for staff and



students. Seventeen Research Institutes have
recently been established within the faculties to
provide enhanced research focus.

7 There are three Provosts assigned to the
Coleraine, Magee and Belfast and Jordanstown
campuses, with responsibility for the quality of
life on the campuses and enhancing intra and
inter-campus communications. Seven Directors
are responsible for the administrative functions of
the University in the following: Development and
Alumni Relations; Finance; Human Resources;
Information Services; Physical Resources; Planning
and Governance Services; and Public Affairs.

8  Technology and knowledge transfer is
promoted through a range of initiatives,
including the University's partnership in the
Northern Ireland Science Park development,
with Science Park sites at the Coleraine and
Magee campuses and in Belfast. There are also
Innovation Centres at Coleraine, Jordanstown
and Magee that provide incubation support to
developing spinout companies.

9  The University's vision is to be 'a model of
an outstanding regional university with a
national and international reputation for
quality'. Following extensive consultation, the
University mission statement was revised in
2003 to identify the associated objectives to
allow this vision to be realised. The University's
mission states that it strives to:

e  preserve and advance knowledge and
enrich social, cultural and sporting life
through teaching, learning, research and
knowledge transfer

e  provide teaching of the highest quality and
encourage learning that will meet the
personal and occupational needs of society

e  contribute to wealth creation and
economic prosperity through teaching,
research and technology transfer

e  stimulate enterprising creativity and promote
awareness of the forces of global change

e  nurture the values of inclusive citizenship
and respect for diversity.

Institutional Audit Report: main report

Background information

10 The published information available for
this audit included:

e the information on the University's website
and its undergraduate and postgraduate
prospectuses

e the report of a quality audit in November
2001 of the University by QAA, published
in September 2002

e the reports of the University's provision at
subject level, published by QAA

e  datasets available publicly on the Higher
Education and Research Opportunities in
the UK (HERO) web site.

11 The University initially provided QAA with:

° an institutional self-evaluation document
(SED) and separate document containing
cited annexes

e the Programme Approval, Management
and Review Handbook

e  discipline self-evaluation documents
(DSEDs) for the provision selected for
DATs accompanied by a range of annexes
together with a document reference list of
extant evidence to be available subsequently.

12 During the audit visit, the audit team was
given ready access to a range of the University's
internal documents relating to the
management of its academic standards and
quality at institutional and discipline level for
the selected DATs. The latter included examples
of student work. The evidence base provided
was managed and documented jointly by the
University and the audit secretary.

The audit process

13 Following a meeting at the University in
July 2004, QAA confirmed that five DATs would
be conducted during the audit visit. The audit
team's final selection of DATs included
undergraduate and postgraduate programmes
in built environment; computing; education;
environmental studies; and social
administration and policy.
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14 QAA received the institutional SED and
supporting documentation in December 2004
and the DSEDs, accompanied by programme
specifications, in February 2005. Both the SED and
the DSEDs were written specifically for the audit.

15 The audit team visited the University from
7 to 9 March 2005 for the purpose of exploring,
with the Acting Vice-Chancellor, senior
members of staff and student representatives,
matters relating to the management of quality
and standards raised by the SED. During this
briefing visit, the team signalled a number of
matters for the audit visit. At the close of the
briefing visit, a programme of meetings for the
audit visit was developed by the team and
agreed with the University.

16 At the preliminary meeting for the audit in
July 2004, the students of the University were
invited, through their Students' Union (SU), to
submit a students' written submission (SWS)
expressing views on the student experience at
the University and identifying any matters of
concern or commendation with respect to the
quality of programmes and the standard of
awards. They were also invited to give their
views on the level of representation afforded to
them and on the extent to which their views
were taken into account. In December 2004
the student body submitted a detailed
document to QAA. The submission had been
prepared by the SU Executive on the basis of
consultation with students on all four
campuses. Student feedback was collected
using a questionnaire that focused on five main
areas: learning resources; teaching and
learning; representation; assessment and
feedback; and information provided to
students. Although the questionnaire was
originally intended for on-line completion,
technical difficulties meant that it was modified
for use in structured focus group meetings that
involved over 900 students. The final
submission has been shared with the student
population and with staff in the University and
there were no matters within it that required
the audit team to treat it with any level of
confidentiality greater than that normally
applied to the audit process. The team is
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grateful to the students for preparing this
valuable document to support the audit.

17 The audit visit took place from 25 to 29
April 2005, and included further meetings with
staff and students of the University, both at
central level and in relation to the selected
DATs. The audit team comprised Professor |
Harper, Professor R Davis, Professor R Earnshaw,
Dr T Joscelyne, Dr A Lyons, Dr M Stowell,
auditors, and Ms P Aldous, audit secretary. The
audit was coordinated for QAA by Ms A Christou,
Assistant Director, Reviews Group.

Developments since the previous
academic quality audit

18 The outcome of the November 2001 audit
was generally very positive and supported
confidence in the University's management of
academic quality and standards and in the way
it discharges its function as an HE awarding
body. Three significant aspects were identified
as worthy of commendation. These related to
the careful determination and implementation
of structures at all levels for the management of
quality and standards; the establishment of a
coherent system of principles and practices
which incorporates the Code of practice for the
assurance of academic quality and standards in
higher education (Code of practice), published by
QAA, the qualifications framework, subject
benchmarks and the outcomes of subject review
to assure academic standards; and the
development of an effective framework for the
identification and prioritisation of corporate and
individual staff development needs and the wide
range of activities that are offered to meet those
needs. The report also identified two advisable
recommendations for further consideration: to
seek to achieve a more coherent and strategic
approach to developing the range of available
mechanisms for collecting and utilising student
feedback and, given the recent pace of change,
to seek to consolidate its new structures and
procedures in order to continue to secure the
evident support and commitment of staff.

19  The University set about addressing both
recommendations in a thorough and systematic
manner. Key actions undertaken by the



University in response to the first point included
the establishment of a Working Group on
Student Feedback which produced a report, by
October 2003, highlighting 20
recommendations which were endorsed by the
University's Quality Assurance and Enhancement
Committee. The University subsequently
secured funding through successful application
to the Teaching Quality Enhancement Fund
(TQEF) to support the associated development
work. This was further supplemented and
informed through funded student placements in
each of the past two sessions. On reflecting on
the second recommendation, the University,
while acknowledging that change is inevitable,
recognised the potential dangers arising from
rapid and extensive changes. In response, the
University undertook a number of initiatives to
explicitly address the issue. These have included
organising three annual senior staff conferences,
focusing on communications, leadership and
transformation; conducting a Market & Opinion
Research International (MORI) survey of the
effectiveness of internal communications and
implementing a customised senior management
development programme to support senior
academic and administrative staff with change
management. To assist with succession planning
in the University, this programme was made
available to heads of school and to a limited
number of aspiring academic managers.

20 In the period following the 2001 audit, the
University participated in two subject reviews,
one developmental engagement and a review of
its Foundation Degrees (FDs). The outcomes of
these events were very positive. Issues requiring
action were relatively minor and have been
appropriately dealt with by the University.

21 The University has a wide range of
programmes with professional, statutory and
regulatory body (PSRB) accreditation. Where
possible, revalidation/accreditation arrangements
are undertaken jointly. Since the 2001 audit, a
total of six PSRBs have been involved in such
events, all of which resulted in both internal
standards approval for the programme and PSRB
accreditation. In addition, all PSRB visits
conducted independently of validation activity

Institutional Audit Report: main report

resulted in ongoing accreditation of existing
programmes. Further details of the University's
approach to the management of PSRB
relationships and an evaluation of its
effectiveness are provided in a later section of
this report (see paragraph 64 below).

22 A number of structural changes have
occurred, the most significant of which are the
amalgamation of the Northern Ireland Hotel
and Catering College at Portrush; the transfer
of Queens University Belfast's nursing provision
at Altnagelvin to the Magee Campus; the
merger of the Faculties of Engineering and Built
Environment and Informatics; and the
establishment of discipline-specific Research
Institutes in order to provide enhanced research
focus in preparation for the Research Assessment
Exercise 2008. Initially, 13 Research Institutes
were established. A further four has augmented
these in order to ensure appropriate coverage
across the University's discipline base.
Considerable consultation has been involved in
the establishment of the Research Institutes to
ensure clarity of purpose and operation, including
effective integration within the governance and
management structures of the University.

23 In order to enhance its service culture and
ethos of continuous improvement, the
University undertook a number of initiatives,
including the development of a Student Charter
and the establishment of a Business Process
Change Group to oversee a three-year
programme to improve business processes. The
Group employed an experienced systems
consultant to review the experience of
applicants and students throughout their
contact with the University and a number of
proposals emerged including the establishment
of a more centralised admissions service; the
introduction of a One-Stop Shop to deal with
student enquiries in each campus; and the
establishment of an integrated marketing group.
To underpin this, it has been identified that the
University's student record and information
system requires upgrading, scheduled for
implementation by September 2006.

24 Since the 2001 audit, the extent of change
within the University has been less than in the
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immediate preceding period. This has facilitated
a period of embedding of recent changes,
consolidation and reflection that the present
audit team considers has been of benefit to, and
used effectively by, the University. The outcomes
of external review undertaken since 2001 have
reaffirmed the confidence the previous audit
team expressed in the University's ability to
manage academic quality and standards. Given
the relatively short time since publication of the
last audit report, inevitably, not all of the
resulting actions arising from issues raised have
been fully completed. This is acknowledged in
the SED, particularly with respect to student
feedback. Further details of the actions taken
and their effectiveness are discussed more fully
in subsequent sections of this report. The 2005
audit team considered that the approach
adopted by the University in both dealing with
issues from the previous audit as well as other
significant institutional developments, was
characterised by effective consultation,
including, where relevant, appropriate input
from external sources, specification of pilot
development work followed by evaluation prior
to full implementation.

Section 2: The audit
investigations: institutional
processes

The institution's view as expressed in
the SED

25 The University separates both managerial
and governance responsibility in relation to
assurance of standards and quality management.
This is underpinned by the establishment of an
associated system of principles and practices
designed to incorporate the published sections
of the Code of practice, The framework for higher
education qualifications in England, Wales and
Northern Ireland (FHEQ) and subject benchmark
statements, published by QAA. These are clearly
articulated, particularly in the Principles of
Standards Assurance and Quality Management
and in the Programme Approval, Management
and Review Handbook. The SED confirmed that
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procedures were largely unchanged since the
previous audit and the University expressed the
view 'that these continued to work effectively to
ensure appropriate rigour in the overview of
taught provision'. This was, however, further
amplified within the SED by a detailed analysis of
the current system, which highlighted both
perceived strengths and areas for improvement.
These are discussed in more detail in later
sections of this report. The audit team
considered that the University had adopted a
reflective and evaluative approach in compiling
its carefully produced SED.

The institution's framework for
managing quality and standards

26 The SED described how overall
responsibility for the academic affairs of the
University rests with Senate. In carrying out this
task, Senate operates through a number of
committees that are responsible for specific
functions and have defined terms of reference.
For management of academic standards and
quality, the key institutional level committees are
the Teaching and Learning Committee (TLC),
Research Degrees Committee (RDC), Quality
Assurance and Enhancement Committee
(QAEC) and Student Support Committee (SSC).
The Vice-Chancellor and President is the chief
academic and administrative officer of the
University and the pro-vice-chancellors (PVCs),
provosts, deans and directors report directly to
him. There are four PVCs each of whom has
responsibility for a particular area of work of the
University: Teaching and Learning; Research
(including technology and knowledge transfer);
Quality Assurance and Enhancement; and
Student Support. Each PVC chairs the
Committee of Senate relating to their portfolio.
Faculties are headed by deans who have
responsibility for the work of their faculty and
its schools. Provosts, deans and PVCs are
appointed for fixed terms, up to four years, and
may be re-appointed.

27 The University's Principles of Standards
Assurance and Quality Management establish
the framework for managing quality and
standards in terms of executive and committee



structures and processes and procedures. The
SED explained that, at institutional level, the
primary responsibility for standards in terms of
the regulatory framework and procedures for
course approval and re-validation lies with TLC,
with QAEC taking responsibility for annual
monitoring, audit and enhancement activity.
Membership of the TLC includes the PVCs, the
Deans of Faculty and Director of Lifelong
Learning, together with one member appointed
by each faculty and two students nominated by
the Senate. It is charged with reviewing,
providing advice and making recommendations
to Senate on matters relating to the operation
of academic affairs, including recruitment and
admissions, assessment, standards of awards,
conferment, planning, design, approval and
periodic review of programmes, educational
outreach activities and regulations and
procedures. The QAEC has responsibility for
reviewing, providing advice and making
recommendations to Senate on all matters
relating to quality assurance and enhancement
of teaching and learning, including the
arrangements for programme evaluation,
monitoring and review, matters relating to
equality, staff development and training. Its
membership is similar to the TLC. At faculty
level the committee structure of Faculty Boards
largely mirrors that of the Senate. The University
undertakes regular reviews of the effectiveness
of its governance structures and during 2004-05
the effectiveness and consistency of
arrangements in the faculties is under review.

28 The University indicated in the SED that
although the arrangements for quality
management and standards assurance continued
to work effectively, they were producing 'some
inefficiencies and duplication of effort'. At
programme and school level there was no
expectation that the division of responsibility for
quality and standards should be maintained, as it
had been 'recognised that standards and quality
become more interdependent the closer the
point of delivery is approached'. As a
consequence, the division was being
reconsidered along with a review of the PVC
portfolios. At the time of the audit this review
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was not completed. The audit team concurred
with the University's view that the framework for
managing quality and standards continued to be
effective, particularly in securing the institutional
overview of standards and quality assurance.
There was, however, some evidence, particularly
at faculty level, that the same items were
considered by both the TLC and QAEC, which
might give rise to questions of efficiency. The
team therefore agreed that it was timely to
review the structures underpinning the quality
framework as part of the University's normal
practices for effectiveness review.

29 A key document for the management of
standards and quality is the recently revised
Teaching and Learning Strategy approved by
Senate in 2004. The Strategy condensed key
aspects of existing strategies, notably the Vice-
Chancellor's Vision and Strategy, the E-learning
and Widening Participation strategies and Faculty
Teaching and Learning strategies, together with
the main issues arising from QAEC and TLC
agenda. The Strategy has a core value of striving
for 'excellence by achieving appropriate standards
and encouraging a culture of enhancement' and
seeks to shape the institutional learning culture
and set operational priorities for development.
Faculties develop their own teaching and learning
strategies for consideration by TLC, and are
expected to cover all objectives set out in the
University strategy. Through discussions with staff
met by the audit team, it was clear that the
framework was engaging a significant number of
staff in quality processes that resulted in a
commitment to, and achievement of, a strong
quality culture across the University.

30 The SED stated that the University operates
a 'devolved and distributed approach to quality
management supported by appropriate reporting
and monitoring arrangements and underpinned
by an evidence-based risk-management
approach'. This gives flexibility to faculties in
developing management arrangements which
suit their own circumstances, and hence some
diversity around matters such as advisers of
studies, review of poor performing students,
receipting coursework, and penalties for
exceeding word limits. Faculties are required to
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manage and implement the monitoring
processes of the University and take account of
feedback from stakeholders, but may do so in
ways that are best suited to evaluating their own
priorities and objectives. QAEC, however, is
responsible for overseeing this activity and
ensuring that there is overall consistency and
coherence, and that action is taken.

31 The University has in place a number of
structures and processes designed to assure the
internal and external comparability of the
standards of its taught provision. Central to this is
the Regulatory Framework comprised of a
qualifications and credit framework, graduate
qualities and benchmark statements, and
University-wide regulations for awards. All of
these are regularly reviewed, evaluated and
updated in the light of the Code of practice and
other elements of the Academic Infrastructure.
The University's approval and revalidation
mechanisms also incorporate elements of
externality and University-wide codes of practice,
guidelines and other statements are developed to
support consistent practice. Consistency in
assessment practice and assessment matters has
been given much attention.

32 A significant recent project has been the
development of an Assessment Handbook, and
in the last few years there have been reviews of
condonement, use of the full range of marks,
regulations relating to full and part-time
students, and assessment loads. The University's
position on internal moderation and double
marking, as stated in the Assessment
Handbook, is that each faculty has in place, or
is developing, its own policy to establish and
apply consistent arrangements. The audit team
noted that although the SED stated that
internal moderation is 'required' by the
University, there is no University-wide standard
policy or minimum threshold for internal
moderation and no stated process for the
approval of faculty policies. While the
Assessment Handbook provides guidance on
good practice in moderation practices, the
team concluded that the current position did
not allow the University to be fully confident
about either consistency or appropriateness in
securing rigour of assessment practice for
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awards made in the name of the University. The
team noted that the University is currently
undertaking a themed audit of the effectiveness
of University and faculty policies on
moderation. The team formed the view that it
would be desirable as part of this internal audit
for the University to make clear and explicit
University-wide minimum requirements for
internal moderation of assessment results.

The institution's intentions for the
enhancement of quality and
standards

33 The SED did not identify separately the
University's intentions for the enhancement of
quality and standards, but rather identified
these as outcomes of the development of
policies, procedures and practices as these
appeared in the text of the SED. The University
regards enhancement as a process of
continuous improvement embedded in a strong
culture of review and evaluation. It also
considers the period since the last audit as one
of consolidation in relation to the embedding
of quality processes and cultures. This was
evidenced in numerous ways both throughout
the SED, in the agenda and minutes of key
committees and in discussions with staff met by
the audit team. The team formed the view that
the University had achieved an embedded
academic quality culture, which effectively
permeated its processes for quality
management and standards assurance. The use
of themed audits is an important means of
engaging staff in quality enhancement activity.

34 The University uses themed audits to
review the effectiveness of processes and
procedures in delivering and assuring quality in
relation to identified areas of activity. Audits are
based on existing documentation, with reports
received by QAEC, which then determines
further action. To date, themed audits have
included the role and responsibilities of the
University Assessors, student feedback, the
operation of Staff/Student Consultative
Committees (SSCCs) and effectiveness of
student representation, and programme
specifications. The University stated in the SED
that, although the number of audits undertaken



in any given year was limited, the approach
had proved very effective resulting in the
identification of a number of matters requiring
improvement. The audit team saw evidence of
the thorough and detailed methodology of
themed audit, and of improvements that had
arisen from the outcomes. The team also noted
the planned approach to audits, including
consideration of the implications for partner
institutions, and the careful monitoring of
progress in implementing recommendations.

Internal approval, monitoring and
review processes

35 The University's processes for approval,
monitoring and review of its courses and
programmes consist of an initial process of
planning approval; the evaluation of course
proposals; annual monitoring at the level of the
module and subject; and revalidation of
approved courses every five years. These
procedures are described clearly and
comprehensively in the Programme Approval,
Management and Review Handbook.

Approval

36 The process of programme approval from
planning to final authorisation is overseen by the
Course Approval Sub-committee (CASC) of TLC
that has specific responsibility for maintaining
institutional oversight of new course
developments. Proposals for new programmes
that have obtained approval from Faculty Boards
are assessed by CASC in the context of the
University's mission and strategic plan, the
evidence of demand and resource issues to 'make
explicit the relationship between programme
planning and resourcing'. As such, the
membership of CASC includes representatives
from the key service departments. CASC makes
recommendations through TLC to Senate on
whether planning and evaluation should
proceed. Where planning approval is granted,
the course planning committee prepares a
detailed evaluation document in line with the
format set out in the Handbook.

37 Validation of a new course is undertaken
by an Evaluation Panel normally chaired by a
PVC, and including two representatives from
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other faculties in the University and two
external subject specialist members. The
purpose of the evaluation is to consider
'whether the key standards appropriate for the
new programme of study are met or likely to
be met'. Guidance, in the form of a detailed
handbook, guidance notes and subject
benchmark information is provided to panel
members. The SED stated that the Guidelines
for Evaluation and Revalidation Panels had been
updated in 2003 and were reviewed further in
2004-05 to take account of increased emphasis
on student learning, employability, personal
development planning (PDP), entrepreneurial
skills and preparation for further study. The
Panel may recommend approval, with
conditions if appropriate, and
recommendations for further consideration by
the course team. It is the responsibility of the
Chair of the Evaluation Panel to agree the
course team's response to the written report,
and the Academic Office checks the revised
programme document for completeness.

38 Reports of evaluation events are considered
by CASC, which makes a recommendation on
approval to TLC. CASC also receives an annual
summary statement of evaluations and
revalidations undertaken during the year. TLC
receives an report on issues of a general nature.
The SED indicated that the main issues in the
last three years have been the lateness of some
events and submission of documentation
(resulting in TLC's decision to bring forward the
deadline for submission of final documentation
to 31 May), and the achievement of the
University's objectives for entrepreneurship. The
audit team was satisfied that arrangements for
the approval of new programmes are
appropriate and rigorous, both at the course
planning stage and in relation to the evaluation
event. It was also evident that CASC maintained
a comprehensive overview of developments,
and gave attention to matters of process and
timing to further strengthen arrangements for
quality management.

Programme revisions

39 Revisions to approved courses are
submitted by the Course Committee to the
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Faculty Board or Faculty Teaching and Learning
Committee for approval, using a standard form.
Approved forms are forwarded to the Academic
Office where proposed changes are scrutinised
in relation to University policies and practices.
Changes are reported to CASC for information
and some revisions are referred for final
approval to CASC itself. The audit team
concurred with the SED statement that the
programme revision procedure is effective in
ensuring that changes are properly scrutinised
before introduction, but that the deadline
created some constraints on course teams.

Revalidation

40 The revalidation process was designed
during 2000-01 in consultation with faculties,
and replaced the previous periodic review
process conducted on an individual programme
basis. All programmes are re-approved on a
five-year cycle with cognate groupings of
programmes considered together. The process
is similar to evaluation and is concerned with
'the re-affirmation of standards for awards and
programmes and their continuing currency and
relevance to the University's mission'. The SED
stated that this reflects the distinction in the
University's Principles for Standards Assurance
and Quality Management and does not
replicate the functions carried out through
annual monitoring. The event is very similar to
that for course approval, although the panel,
which includes external members, meets only
with course/subject directors and module
coordinators. There are no meetings with
students or employers, although it is possible to
include an employer representative as a
member of the re-validation panel. The most
recent annual monitoring report is provided by
way of context.

41 As revalidation was a new process its
effectiveness was evaluated following a pilot in
2002-03; subject unit coordinators and
members of re-validation panels were surveyed
and a report made to TLC. Generally the
process was considered fit for purpose,
although a small number of adjustments were
made, including the provision of external
examiner reports for two years rather than one
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and a requirement for at least two subject
specialists. The audit team confirmed that
arrangements for revalidation are appropriate.

Monitoring

42 The University operates a devolved
approach to annual monitoring in which
faculties are responsible for implementing the
formal University-wide processes for annual
subject monitoring, module monitoring and
administering the student questionnaire. In
addition, faculties take account of feedback
from ongoing quality assurance and
enhancement activity, including SSCCs,
external review reports, including PSRB reports,
external examiners and industrial liaison
committees. They also receive feedback from
centrally administered surveys such as the
Course Experience questionnaire and the on-
line student satisfaction survey.

43  Procedures for annual subject monitoring
replaced annual course review in 2001, and
have been in place for four years. Faculties are
allowed flexibility to determine review format
and the detail of programme level reporting,
but the University requires certain areas of
activity to be addressed, standard data sets to
be reviewed, and discussion and reporting on
core objectives set by the institution each year.
The SED stated that the Code of practice, Section
7: Programme approval, monitoring and review
has been considered in defining an appropriate
balance between annual monitoring and
periodic review with the former being
undertaken primarily by the providing
department. Faculties are encouraged to use
the time and resource devoted to annual
subject monitoring as effectively as possible by
focusing on areas of their activity identified as
most at risk, while highlighting good practice
for dissemination.

44  Faculty and subject annual monitoring
reports are reviewed by a specially constituted
subgroup of QAEC, who produce a report and
related action plans to QAEC. In 2004-05 the
subgroup adopted more of an audit role by
reviewing a small number of areas in more detail
that raised matters of concern or that
demonstrated potential good practice. This



auditing process enabled the subgroup to
comment on the specific courses considered in
detail and also on the level of confidence
provided about the robustness of faculty
monitoring processes. The audit team noted that
the report produced by the subgroup for QAEC
was a thorough and detailed document. It
reviewed the effectiveness of annual monitoring
at faculty, subject and institutional level, identified
good practice and plans for dissemination, as well
as making recommendations on general issues
for University level consideration.

45 The SED stated that annual subject
monitoring has met its identified aims and
proved an effective tool in encouraging
discussion and critical self-reflection at faculty
level. It had, however, 'taken some time to bed
down and earlier reports lacked evaluative
content and were not well grounded in available
evidence'. Steps were taken to address these
issues and a move to a more risk-based
approach, using quantitative as well as
qualitative data, has been effected. The
University has, however, identified a number of
areas for further enhancement, including the
need for more clearly documented follow-up
activity; improved presentation of statistics at
programme level; a more detailed faculty
statement on the use and scrutiny of programme
level evidence and how it informs determination
of risk; a more strategic approach at both faculty
and University-level to the dissemination of good
practice; and more clearly relevant benchmark
statistics. The audit team saw evidence through
the committee papers and minutes of QAEC that
implementation of measures to effect these
enhancements were in hand.

46 At module level, the University is in the
process of changing from a system of module
evaluation to one of risk-based monitoring. This
followed an evaluation of the process for
module evaluation in 2002-03, which
recognised that a more effective use of
resources would be to allow for lightness of
touch in relation to successful modules and for
detailed scrutiny of modules at risk. A working
group reporting to QAEC was charged with the
task of recommending a revised scheme, and it
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reported in 2003 and 2004. The scheme was
piloted in two faculties in 2004 and, following
an evaluation, finalised proposals for University-
wide implementation in 2004-05 were
presented to QAEC. Module monitoring
involves scrutiny by the Head of School of
statistical data to identify modules at risk, for
example, through high failure or withdrawal
rates, or particularly high pass rates. Modules
identified as at risk are then subject to detailed
review and the development of an action plan.

47 The audit team formed the view that the
University had adopted a careful and
evolutionary approach to the development of
annual monitoring and in particular towards the
adoption of more risk based analysis. The team
identified this approach to the review and
development of institutional processes, involving
as it did effective consultation, piloting, project
management, evaluation and institutional level
oversight, to be highly effective. This systematic
methodology underpinned many of the features
of good practice referenced in this audit report.
In discussions with staff met by the team
through the DATs, there was strong ownership
of, and commitment to, the processes of
annual subject monitoring both in relation to
continual improvement and dissemination of
best practice. The team noted the considerable
effort and resources invested in annual
monitoring, both at faculty and institutional
level, but was satisfied that this was kept under
review, and that the benefits for quality
enhancement were clear.

External participation in internal
review processes

48 The audit team established that externality
is manifested in a number of internal review
processes. Membership of Evaluation Panels that
consider a new course proposal includes two
representatives from other faculties within the
University and two external members who are
subject specialists from other universities. If
appropriate, representatives from industry or the
professions may also be added to the panel. The
relevant faculty proposes external members and
the same broad principles apply to their approval
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as for external examiners. They should have
sufficient expertise to cover the provision and
have recent experience of curriculum design.
Potential conflict of interest is avoided and
nominees should not have been involved during
the planning stages nor be closely associated
with the School, for example, having recently
acted as an external examiner, or having recently
been a member of staff. They are expected to be
familiar with the relevant subject benchmark
statement(s) and the national Academic
Infrastructure. Internal and external panel
members receive guidance on their roles and are
assisted in discharging their responsibilities by an
aide-mémoire. Joint validation arrangements are
in place for programmes awarded jointly with
other institutions. With the inclusion of external
panel members in the revalidation process, the
team was confident that strong and scrupulous
use is made of independent external persons
both at the point of initial approval and
subsequent revalidation.

49 Faculties and schools seek employer input
through formal and informal contacts that
members of staff have with industry. Formal
input is received via Industrial Advisory Panels
that, for example, in computing, meet one to
two times each year. The aim of such panels is
to promote placement arrangements for
students, links with regional employers, and
support technology transfer schemes. The audit
team confirmed that improvements to courses
had resulted from this externality in computing,
built environment and education, although
links were largely informal in the latter.
Quantifiable benefits had accrued in the
development of new modules, timely updates
to existing modules, reconfiguring of the
curriculum, and revisions to the University's
Placement Code of Practice.

50 The SED is clear about employer liaison in
programme planning and revalidation.
However, annual subject monitoring procedures
require inclusion and evaluation of employer
input and the audit team did not find that this
was explicit or consistently present in the
reports seen at discipline level. It would
therefore be desirable for the University to
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promote, maximise and render more visible the
employer contribution to subject development.

External examiners and their reports

51 External examining arrangements were
reviewed in 2000 in the light of the Code of
practice, Section 4: External examining. The SED
described how relevant documentation was
updated to include explicit reference to the
Academic Infrastructure; stronger expectations
regarding examiner involvement in coursework
arrangements; reduction by one year of the
possible period of extension; and explicit
statements in the University's Code of Practice
and nomination form to address potential
conflict of interest. The SED also stated that
further adjustment is planned in the light of
revision by QAA of this section of the Code.

52 The audit team confirmed that the
appointment, induction, and role of external
examiners in the schools conform to the
University's External Examiner's Handbook, July
2004. Each external examiner is required to
submit an annual report commenting on the
standard of marking and the quality of candidates'
work in relation to the level of the award with
reference to standards at other institutions, the
FHEQ, and subject benchmark statement(s).

53 The report is a key component in the
University's standards and quality assurance
procedures. It is received by the PVC (Teaching
and Learning) and a detailed response is
required from the Course/Subject Committee.
The PVC (Teaching and Learning) reviews all
reports and provides TLC and QAEC Annual
Subject Monitoring Sub-Group with reports on
University-wide issues and responds directly to
the external examiner on these matters. From
2004, external examiners provided summary
reports for publication on the Teaching Quality
Information website.

54 External examiners are required to attend
an induction visit if they are new to the
University, and are supplied with a copy of the
External Examiner's Handbook detailing their
role and responsibilities. While formal faculty or
programme-based induction for external
examiners has been a feature for some years,



University-level induction was introduced in
2003. In 2004 all external examiners were
issued with a copy of the University's
Assessment Handbook. The University is aware
that some external examiners in the Republic of
Ireland may not have the same degree of
familiarity as UK external examiners with regard
to the UK Academic Infrastructure and this is
addressed in the induction process. The
University stresses the importance of early
induction and the subsequent ongoing
dialogue between the external examiner and
the course/subject director, in order to enable
both parties to fulfil their responsibilities.

55 The SED stated that the chief
responsibilities of external examiners are to
ensure that academic standards are maintained
and that individual students are treated fairly.
Regulations state that Examination Boards
decide students' results and classifications, but
where there is disagreement the view of the
external examiner shall prevail, although the
decision is a Board decision. The audit team
established that external examiners had
conducted viva voce examinations with
selected students and had made
recommendations to the Board for those
students that had been accepted. The team
concluded that it would be desirable for the
University to clarify, in formal documentation,
the extent and limits of external examiners'
authority to moderate the marks of individual
students to ensure fairness to all students.

56 The SED acknowledged areas for
improvement raised by overview reports
presented to TLC in previous years and
evaluated action taken to address them. In
regard to the moderation of draft examination
papers TLC considers that faculty processes are
satisfactory, and commended the detailed
model in the Faculty of Arts as best practice.
The audit team confirms that strong and
scrupulous use is made of independent external
examiners in summative assessment procedures.

External reference points

57 The University stated in the SED that
adjustments have been made to the University's
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portfolio of awards in the light of the FHEQ,
and all programmes within the University's
Qualifications and Credit Framework meet the
requirements of the FHEQ from the September
2003 intake. Discussions with staff confirmed
that one programme remains technically non-
compliant with the University's own
Framework, the Postgraduate Certificate in
Education which, as a two-semester course,
attracts a diploma award. The University has
retained the existing title pending the
imminent national guidance. The programme is
to be revalidated later in the academic year.

58 The SED explained that subject benchmark
statements are fully incorporated into the
University's standards assurance processes and
these are key reference documents in evaluation
and revalidation exercises. For certain
programmes of study, which fulfil professional or
statutory requirements, the standards of the
relevant PSRB are also addressed. The audit team
heard that Teaching Development Advisers
(TDAs) provide support for staff preparing for
evaluation or revalidation. Targeted workshops in
areas such as programme specification, module
development and assessment, are also provided
and the national framework developments are
fully embedded in these activities.

59 The audit team was able to confirm that
sections of the Code of practice are addressed as
new guidance is published, or revisited in the
light of internal change. A Working Group on
accreditation of prior learning is considering the
recently released QAA guidelines. Similarly,
recruitment and admissions are again being
reviewed to ensure compliance of the
University's policies and procedures for part-
time and postgraduate students. The major
review of the work of the Careers Service is still
continuing and a report is due to be presented
to the next meeting of TLC. With regard to the
Code of practice, Section 6: Assessment of
students it has also been agreed that individual
members of staff should be responsible for the
archiving of assessed work and that a sample
should be kept for a minimum of three years.

60 The previous audit report commended the
University on the establishment of a coherent
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system of principles and practices which
incorporates the Code of practice, the
qualifications framework and subject
benchmarks to assure academic standards. The
audit team concluded that the University
continues to maintain its policies and
procedures under continuous review in the
context of sector wide requirements, initiatives
and revisions to the Academic Infrastructure.
Discussions with staff indicated a high level of
commitment to the continued development of
staff skills and competencies to facilitate this,
and the team considered this to be further
evidence of an embedded quality culture
seeking enhancements wherever possible.

Programme-level review and
accreditation by external agencies

61 Faculty responses to the reports of QAA
subject review in education and in Celtic studies
since the 2001 audit were received by QAEC, and
minutes confirmed that issues raised by the review
teams had been considered and addressed.

62 QAA and the Education Training
Inspectorate (ETI) reviewed the University's FDs
in May 2003. The University was commended
in the QAA/ETI report for its approach to the
introduction, evaluation, and enhancement of
this new qualification. As a direct consequence
of the University's internal review and the
QAA/ETI report, the University amended the
structure of its FDs and took steps to ensure
that all new and proposed courses adopted the
enhanced structure. In addition, a number of
developmental events were arranged to allow
for discussion of enhancement of various
aspects of FD provision with partner institutions
offering these awards.

63 In its SED, the University identified the
developmental engagement in accountancy in
November 2003 as a valuable opportunity to
explore aspects of the discipline audit
approach, which in turn was helpful in
preparing the information for the DATs for the
institutional audit. A report on the outcome of
the engagement, prepared by the Faculty, was
considered by QAEC in April 2004. An issue
with regard to the level of modules in the
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Graduate Diploma, raised by the engagement,
has been the subject of further guidance by
TLC to all faculties.

64 The University has a wide range of
programmes with PSRB accreditation and has a
protocol to inform its relationship with these
bodies. During the period 2002 to 2004 six
PSRBs were involved in validation events. All
resulted in both internal standards approval for
the programme and PSRB accreditation. In
addition, all PSRB visits conducted
independently of validation activity from 2002
to 2004 resulted in ongoing accreditation of
existing programmes. The University
acknowledged in the SED that there were some
difficulties in the PSRB arrangements for health-
related programmes. In order to address this
weakness a process-based intervention
proportionate to the assessed risk had been
proposed for implementation in 2005-06.

65 The audit team considered that there was
good engagement with external agencies and
that, in responding positively to their
recommendations, the institution was open and
self-critical and able to enhance provision
accordingly.

Student representation at operational
and institutional level

66 The University's SED explained that
student representation on senior committees is
prescribed by the statutes of the Council and
Senate and student opinion is actively
encouraged. SU sabbatical officers confirmed
that they have a strong voice and a good
working relationship with the senior
management of the University. Students sit on
several subcommittees of Council and Senate:
General Purposes & Finance; QAEC; SSC; TLC;
Disciplinary Committee/Appeal Board; and
Information and Communications Technology
(ICT) Strategy, where they have full status. SU
officers also have scheduled meetings with
senior members of the University, including the
formal biannual SU Liaison Committee chaired
by the Vice Chancellor, and the less formal SU
Forum that feeds into the SSC and TLC.
Students are involved in ad hoc working groups



where the group's work has a direct impact on
student work or life, for example, the Working
Group on Extenuating Circumstances.

67 Faculty Boards have provision for six
student members. In its SED, the University
expressed the view that at faculty level student
representation is less effective because of the
multi-site nature of the University. Students are
reluctant to commit time to travel between
campuses to attend faculty meetings, which
necessarily rotate. The audit team heard from
SU officers and senior staff that they are aware
of this difficulty. The 2001 audit report
recommended that the University further
develop the range of mechanisms for collecting
and utilising student feedback. A Working
Group was formed to report on the
effectiveness of student feedback processes
through module evaluation, student
questionnaires and SSCCs. The Student
Feedback Implementation Group succeeded
this and the University also undertook a themed
audit on the operation of SSCCs.

68 As an outcome of the themed audit, the
University is considering accreditation within
the context of PDP as an incentive to increase
student participation at this level. In the
interim, SU sabbatical officers are to liaise with
class representatives and attend faculty
committees on their behalf. Procedures for
reporting issues from SSCC and Course/Subject
Committees to faculty level do operate, and
feedback on resultant actions is available from
the Course/Subject Director or noted at the
subsequent meeting. The audit team supports
the use of new technologies, including video-
conferencing, proposed to facilitate enhanced
participation in meetings at faculty level.

69 There is an opportunity for the student
voice to be heard at module level through the
SSCCs and, at programme level, through the
Course/Subject Committees. The University's
Programme Approval Management and Review
Handbook states the University requirement for
representation of two students per year group
and meetings held each semester. In the DATs,
the audit team heard from staff and students
that student involvement at this level is strong,
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with the recognition by students that there is a
direct link to their studies. The SU has
attempted to further increase representation by
offering training that is to be further enhanced
and publicised, but there remains some
reluctance from students to become involved
because of part-time working and other
commitments. Knowledge of the class
representative system is considered variable by
the SU, who expressed concern in their SWS
that student representatives may not be fully
briefed and then not relay committee decisions
back to the student group. However,
undergraduate and master's student
representatives met by the audit team
confirmed that, generally, responses to issues
are received within two weeks for them to relay
to their cohort of students. Postgraduate
students considered that they too are well
represented. At an informal level, students
agreed that lecturers are very approachable and
deal with issues when they can prior to
subsequent SSCC meetings. SSCCs are not a
requirement for part-time courses. The team
heard that the issue of inadequate SSCC cover
for distance learning, modular programmes and
part-time postgraduate courses was noted by
the themed audit and the particular issue of off-
campus students is to be addressed by the SU.

70  The recent University consultation paper
from the Quality Management and Audit Unit
'Enhancement of the role of Student
Representatives', February 2005 developed from
the themed audit. The University has now
addressed many of the issues raised by the
themed audit and expects University staff to
value the role of student representatives and to
encourage their engagement with academic staff
in the timing and formulation of agenda for
SSCC me