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About educational oversight by QAA 
 
Educational oversight by a designated body is a requirement for highly trusted sponsor 
status. The Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education (QAA) has been recognised as 
a designated body for higher education providers by the UK Borders Agency (UKBA).   
 
The Recognition scheme for educational oversight has been developed for organisations 
seeking oversight by QAA. It reflects the core principles of QAA review processes. In line 
with QAA's mission, this scheme is intended to contribute in part to the enhancement of 
higher education.  
 
Applicants for the Recognition scheme for educational oversight are agreeing to come 
within the QAA concerns scheme's jurisdiction (or within the jurisdiction of the Protocol for 
managing potential risks to quality and academic standards in Scotland) and to cooperate 
with any investigations.1

 
  

The Recognition scheme for educational oversight (RSEO) starts in 2011-12. It addresses 
the specific needs of overseas higher education providers operating in the UK. This includes 
study abroad providers, and overseas institutions operating in the UK and offering full-time 
provision for qualifications meeting the requirements in UKBA's Tier 4 policy and  
sponsor guidance. 
 
About QAA 
 
The mission of the Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education (QAA) is to safeguard 
standards and improve the quality of UK higher education. 
 
QAA's aims are to: 
 
• meet students' needs and be valued by them 
• safeguard standards in an increasingly diverse UK and international context 
• drive improvements in UK higher education 
• improve public understanding of higher education standards and quality. 
 
QAA's values  
 
Integrity 
We always aim to be fair, objective and honest in our work, basing our judgements on  
sound evidence. 
 
Professionalism  
We set high professional standards in everything we do, providing relevant and effective 
services that are trusted by all with an interest in UK higher education. 
 
Accountability 
Through safeguarding standards and driving improvements we fulfil our responsibilities.  
We consult on the development of our work and assess its impact, seeking to provide a high 
level of service and to be responsive to external demands. 
 
 
 

                                                
1 See www.qaa.ac.uk/complaints/pages/default.aspx .  

http://www.qaa.ac.uk/complaints/pages/default.aspx�
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Openness 
We are open and approachable about the work we do, and how we do it, believing that this 
encourages trust and confidence. We publish full details of our review methods, as well as 
our reports on institutions. We are committed to communicating clearly and accessibly about 
all aspects of our work. 
 
Independence 
To fulfil our responsibilities we must be an independent voice in UK higher education, basing  
our work on expert, objective scrutiny and analysis. 
 
QAA is committed to evaluating and monitoring its work in an open and reflective manner.  
It does this within the context of an evaluation policy. For further information please see the 
QAA website: www.qaa.ac.uk.  
 
About this handbook 
 
This handbook is intended primarily for staff working for higher education providers that are 
based overseas and applying for educational oversight by QAA, and for recognition scrutiny 
panel members. The term ‘provider' is used to refer to both study abroad providers and 
overseas institutions operating in the UK and offering full-time provision for qualifications 
meeting the requirements in UKBA's Tier 4 policy and sponsor guidance. The intensity and 
extent of scrutiny outlined in this handbook will vary dependent on the role of the provider 
and whether they are a study abroad provider or an overseas institution. QAA will provide 
more detailed information about the process in the form of a briefing note/event before the 
first scrutinies commence. 
 
Recognition scheme for educational oversight:  
an overview 
 
1 QAA's Recognition scheme for educational oversight (RSEO): 

• prioritises the interests of students  
• focuses on how the student learning experience is managed 
• acknowledges the shared responsibilities of providers and their overseas partners  
• is an evidence-based peer review process 
• focuses on the providers' responsibilities for the management of academic 

standards, on their management and enhancement of the quality of learning 
opportunities provided for students, and on the public information they provide 

• works where appropriate in cooperation with nationally recognised accrediting 
bodies in the home country 

• is based on a short self-evaluation prepared by the provider 
• involves a one day visit to the provider  
• results in published reports.  

2 RSEO is an evidence-based peer review of the provider's management of its 
responsibilities for academic standards and the quality of learning opportunities that it offers. 
Where appropriate RSEO focuses on how providers discharge any delegated responsibilities 
within the context of their agreements with overseas awarding bodies. The scrutiny process 
does not lead to judgements on the standards of non-UK awards. 
  
3 RSEO is designed to benefit students through assuring and enhancing the quality of 
their higher education and improving the student experience. Students are central to, and 
are involved in, the process. 

http://www.qaa.ac.uk/�
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4 RSEO is conducted in an open and collegial way. The approach is primarily 
concerned with scrutinising the effectiveness of the provider's systems and procedures for 
discharging its responsibilities in relation to academic standards and its management of the 
student learning opportunities, and with forming a conclusion about the public information it 
produces. RSEO includes a one-day visit to the provider's UK headquarters. RSEO does not 
involve direct scrutiny at the level of an academic discipline, but does explore the 
effectiveness of quality management at institutional and programme levels, including 
internships and work placements. 
 
5 QAA will publish a report at the end of the review. Working documents related to the 
scrutiny which are not already in the public domain are regarded as confidential, and will 
only be disclosed to a third party when QAA believes the release is appropriate to comply 
with the law. 
 
How Recognition scheme for educational oversight works  
 
Aims  
 
6 The aims of RSEO are to:  
 
• publish reports about how providers meet their responsibilities for the management 

of academic standards and quality of learning opportunities of higher education 
delivered in the UK and  the reliability of public information about that education 

• support providers in reviewing and enhancing the management of their higher 
education provision delivered in the UK, for the benefit of students and within the 
context of any agreements with third parties 

• enhance working relationships between providers and their awarding body/bodies 
for the benefit of students 

• provide public information. 
 
Scope  
 
7 Based on the Code of practice for the assurance of academic quality and standards 
in higher education2

http://www.unesco.org/education/guidelines_E.indd.pdf
 and the UNESCO Guidelines for Quality Provision in Cross-border 

Higher Education (see ), RSEO 
reports will comment on the provider's responsibilities for the management of academic 
standards, quality of learning opportunities and public information.  
 
Academic standards refer to the level of achievement a student has to reach in order to 
achieve a credit or qualification.  
 
Quality of learning opportunities considers the effectiveness of everything that is done or 
provided by the provider to ensure that its students have the best possible opportunity to 
meet the stated intended learning outcomes of their programmes and the academic 
standards of the credit or qualification they are seeking.  
 
Public information is information about the academic standards and quality of learning 
opportunities that is in the public domain.  
 
 
 
 
                                                
2 www.qaa.ac.uk/assuringstandardsandquality/code-of-practice 

http://www.unesco.org/education/guidelines_E.indd.pdf�
http://www.qaa.ac.uk/assuringstandardsandquality/code-of-practice�
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8 In examining these areas, scrutiny panels will focus in particular on: 
 
• the provider's strategic approach to its provision 
• internal quality assurance reviews  
• the use made of external reference points in collaborative provision  
• publicly-available information about the quality of programmes and the academic 

standards of awards gained  
• the provider's internal systems for the management of information, and their 

contribution to its effective oversight of quality and of academic standards  
• the academic standards of provision 
• the learning opportunities available to students 
• the role of the provider in assuring the quality of teaching staff, which may include 

criteria for the appointment of teaching staff and the ways in which teaching 
effectiveness is appraised, improved and rewarded 

• the role of the provider in undertaking quality enhancement; that is, to take 
deliberate steps at institutional level to improve the quality of learning opportunities. 

 
Scrutiny panels 
 
9 There will normally be three members of an RSEO team: a reviewer, a QAA 
coordinating officer and a QAA development officer. Providers will have the opportunity to 
check team membership for conflicts of interest.  
 
10 Each RSEO is coordinated by a QAA officer. Before and during the preliminary 
meeting, this officer provides advice to the provider on the process, and works with the 
reviewer on the initial analysis of documentation. The QAA officers will participate in the visit 
to the provider. It is the responsibility of the QAA coordinating officer to make sure that the 
panels' findings are supported by adequate and identifiable evidence, and that the review 
report provides information in a succinct and readily accessible form.  
 
Information sources 
 
11 Wherever possible information should be provided for the panel in electronic format 
and should be existing documentation. The following sources of information will provide 
important evidence for the panel:  
 
• the provider's self-evaluation 
• the provider's register of its provision 
• information relating to awarding bodies (if a study abroad provider) 
• relevant quality assurance reports produced by or about the awarding body 
• information from the national accrediting organisation about the provision  
• information (written or oral) acquired during and after the visit to the partner. 
 
Role of students  
 
12 Students' views of their education are a key information source for review teams. 
There will normally be a confidential meeting with a representative group of students during 
the visit to the provider. Given the importance of meeting students, providers will want to 
think carefully about the timing of the review.  
 
13 The review team will expect the provider's self-evaluation to explain, with evidence, 
how it ensures that students' views inform the management of its higher education and/or 
study abroad provision. 
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Preliminary meeting  
 
14   At least 14 weeks before the panel visit is scheduled to take place, QAA will  
notify the provider of the proposed dates of the scrutiny visit. A preliminary meeting  
will take place at the provider's headquarters between staff and the QAA officers. This will 
take place no later than eight weeks before the initial visit of the review team to the 
provider's headquarters.  
 
15   The purpose of the preliminary meeting is to discuss the arrangements for the RSEO. 
It is also an opportunity for the QAA officer to meet key staff, clarify the process and provide 
an opportunity for staff and, where possible, students to ask questions.  
 
Self-evaluation  
 
16   The self-evaluation is a key element of RSEO. It needs to be submitted to QAA four 
weeks in advance of the initial visit to the provider. The purpose of the self-evaluation is to 
describe the responsibilities that the provider has for the management of academic 
standards, quality of learning opportunities and public information with respect to its higher 
education provision, making reference to its agreements with third parties, and the 
processes and procedures it has adopted for carrying out these responsibilities - as well as 
to provide a critical self-reflection on its approach. The self-evaluation needs to cover all 
aspects of the provider's UK higher education provision. It needs to be fully referenced. 
Providers should send their self-evaluation to QAA four weeks before the visit. The RSEO 
panel will carry out a careful analysis of the self-evaluation prior to the visit.  
 
Desk-based scrutiny 
 
17   On receipt of the self-evaluation the scrutiny panel will analyse it and additional 
supporting documentation provided. With the support of QAA officers the panel will 
particularly want to ascertain the following: 
 
• the status of the overseas provider in its home country 
• any relevant accreditation arrangements for delivering programmes abroad 
• the arrangements in place for the assurance of academic standard of awards 

offered in other countries 
• details of partnership agreements between the credit awarding institution, the 

provider and delivery organisations in the UK 
• criteria for participation in study abroad programmes 
• arrangements for the recruitment and admission of students 
• entry requirements for full programmes of study delivered in the UK. 
 
 Panel visit to the provider 
 
18   The visit to the provider is designed to allow the panel to scrutinise evidence on-site; 
to meet the provider's staff, students and other stakeholders; and to confirm the extent of the 
provider's quality assurance framework.   
 
Role of credit awarding body  
 
19 In terms of the division of responsibilities for the management of academic 
standards, the management and enhancement of the quality of learning opportunities and 
the provision of public information, QAA recognises that the nature of the relationships 
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between study abroad providers, credit awarding bodies and third parties may vary.   
The self-evaluation should explain all such arrangements.  
 
20 RSEO assumes no preferred awarding model for higher education provision, other 
than that it expects that any model must permit any awarding body to assure itself about the 
standards and quality of the provision, however or wherever delivered. RSEO will consider 
how the provider discharges its responsibilities within the context of its agreements with 
awarding bodies.  
 
Reporting 
 
21 Within two weeks of the end of the review visit QAA will send the provider a key 
findings letter which will summarise the scrutiny panel's conclusions. The letter will be copied 
to UKBA. 
 
22 The panel will produce a report of its findings. The main body of the report will cover 
the provider's overarching roles in the management of academic standards and the quality of 
learning opportunities.  
 
23 Six weeks after the end of the visit, the QAA officer will send a draft version of the 
report to the provider for comment. The draft gives the provider the opportunity to draw the 
team's attention to any areas that it regards as inaccurate or incomplete and, if necessary, to 
submit additional evidence. Teams will be able to consider supporting evidence only if it was 
available at the time of the review visit. The team will consider the provider's comments and 
any supporting evidence as it finalises its report. The final report is subsequently published 
on the QAA website 12 weeks after the end of the visit. 
 
24 Providers will be required to provide QAA with an annual report on actions and 
developments relating to the findings of their report and any changes to provision delivered 
in the UK.  
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Annex A  
 
Recognition scheme for educational oversight timeline 
 
Week Activity Who 
At least 14 
weeks before 
the panel visit 

QAA informs provider of the panel visit QAA following consultation  
with provider 

At least eight 
weeks before 
the panel visit 

Preliminary meeting QAA officer 
Provider 
 

Four weeks 
before the  
panel visit 
 

Provider's self-evaluation  Provider 
 

Panel visit  Initial team visit to provider (one day) Provider 
Student representatives 
Scrutiny panel 

Two weeks after 
panel visit  

Key findings letter to provider and UK 
Borders Agency 

QAA officer 

Six weeks after 
panel visit 

Draft report to provider for comments 
on factual accuracy 

QAA officer 

Ten weeks after 
panel visit 

Provider submits comments on factual 
accuracy to QAA (and, where 
necessary,  supporting evidence) 

Provider 

Twelve weeks 
after panel visit 

Review report published at 
www.qaa.ac.uk 

QAA 

 
 
Useful weblinks 
 
QAA 
www.qaa.ac.uk 
 
Academic Infrastructure 
www.qaa.ac.uk/assuringstandardsandquality/academicinfrastructure 
 
UNESCO Guidelines for Quality Provision in Cross-border Higher Education 
www.unesco.org/education/guidelines_E.indd.pdf 
 
More information on RSEO 
 
More information about RSEO, for example on student involvement in the review process, 
can be found on the dedicated page of the QAA 
website.www.qaa.ac.uk/institutionreports/types-of-review/tier-4. 
 

http://www.qaa.ac.uk
http://www.qaa.ac.uk/�
http://www.qaa.ac.uk/assuringstandardsandquality/academicinfrastructure�
http://www.unesco.org/education/guidelines_E.indd.pdf�
http://www.qaa.ac.uk/institutionreports/types-of-review/tier-4�
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