1 Do you agree that the principles in paragraph 31 are broadly the correct ones on which the revised quality assurance system should be based? 
Agree
The areas highlighted in paragraph 31 should form part of any quality assurance system.  The principles should clearly state which areas of teaching and learning are being quality assured, and recognise that teaching and learning goes beyond a programme's academic boundaries.

2 Do you agree that the objectives set out in paragraph 32 are the correct ones for the revised quality assurance system to meet? 
Agree
AMOSSHE welcomes the acknowledgement that the quality of "support" for students (paragraph 32.g.iii) should be a key part of addressing the quality of learning and teaching.  We believe that this should be given greater prominence in assessment, recognising for example the skills training, careers and employability issues, and support interventions that aid retention and student completion.  These are essential to a student’s full teaching and learning experience.

AMOSSHE also welcomes the call for joined up thinking (paragraph 32.g.viii), and the need to avoid duplication in audit and data collection where possible.  For this reason, we would like to see all quality assurance mechanisms related to the teaching and learning experience carried out in a uniform way, ideally by one body.  If student services are to be part of quality assurance, this should be incorporated into existing audit structures.  It is timely, particularly given widening participation, access and employability policy agendas, to consider the need for such assessments, and how that need might best be addressed.

3 Do you agree that the broad characteristics set out in paragraph 38 are the right ones to consider when revising the institutional audit method? 
Neither agree nor disagree
The methods proposed in this part of the consultation relate closely to the current audit method.  It is not appropriate for AMOSSHE to comment at this practical level until student services are explicitly part of the audit requirements.

4 Do you agree that institutional audit should be more flexible, focusing both on key areas common to all institutions, plus additional topics to be determined as necessary? 
Neither agree nor disagree
A clearer steer is needed on which areas of teaching and learning might be considered “key areas common to all institutions” or “additional topics,” and how a flexible system might operate.  If changes are introduced during the audit cycle, there must still be ready comparability between assessments held in different years.  The selection of “additional topics” for the audit routine must not pander to ‘hot topics’ of the moment, but continue to provide a robust quality assurance mechanism which can be coherently applied across the sector.

AMOSSHE believes that the key areas chosen should recognise the breadth of the teaching and learning experience.  This often expands beyond the strict boundaries of the programme being assessed.  The consultation notes areas such as English language proficiency checks, complaints, grievance and discipline, and skills training for staff.  These are all areas frequently delivered by student services, depending on the department’s remit at a given university.  Every intervention that student services make is critical to the learning experience, and coherent audit should take a holistic approach and recognise these interventions and services.
5 Do you agree that the QAA should be asked to consider how comparability of standards might be better addressed in institutional audit and the Academic Infrastructure? 
Agree
Comparability of standards is key to ensuring a meaningful audit process.  As such, discussions around this should expand beyond the QAA to include all stakeholders and assessors with an interest in the quality of the student experience.

6 Do you agree that the QAA should be asked to review the terms it uses to describe the different levels of confidence expressed in audit judgements? 
Neither agree nor disagree
It is imperative that there is clarity and common language across the QAA assessments, and indeed all assessments, where possible.

7 Subject to sector agreement on the data that the institution makes available to inform prospective students and other interested parties about the quality of its educational provision and the standards of its awards:

Do you agree that institutional audit should make a judgement about the reliance that can reasonably be placed on the accuracy and completeness of this information? 
Disagree
Many of the public information sources mentioned in paragraphs 53-60 are extremely subjective.  Whilst a worthy endeavour, commenting on their validity would be unmanageable, and apply a second layer of subjectivity and opinion to the data.

AMOSSHE welcomes the TQI/NSS review on public information on teaching quality, and believes this should remain separate to the work of the QAA.  For example, the NSS responses, whilst providing helpful management information and feedback, can be skewed by particular sets of feedback.  The NSS is also limited because it does not collect first or second year undergraduate comments.  As with any of these mechanisms, it is often those who shout the loudest that are heard and influence the results most.  It would be unwieldy for any organisation to unpick how and where this affects the NSS outcomes.  Moreover, institutions often undertake considerable work analysing and responding to their results.  Feedback such as the NSS must be considered as part of a wider package of evidence regarding quality, but commenting on the robustness of such evidence could detract from the audit process.  If an agency such as QAA focused considerable effort on analysing all public information sets and providing individual feedback on their reliability, this could detract from delivering an impartial quality assurance system and divert resource from the agency’s core function.  
8 Do you agree that the QAA should provide summaries of institutional audit reports for a non-specialist audience? 
Neither agree nor disagree
This part of the consultation relates closely to current experience of institutional audit reports.  It is not appropriate for AMOSSHE to comment at this practical level until student services are explicitly part of the audit requirements.


9 Do you agree that institutional audits should be organised on a rolling basis rather than in a fixed cycle? 
Neither agree nor disagree
The methods proposed in this part of the consultation relate closely to the current audit cycle.  It is not appropriate for AMOSSHE to comment at this practical level until student services are explicitly part of the audit requirements.


10 This document has set out a number of ways in which we might improve the quality assurance system, to make it more accountable, rigorous, transparent, flexible, responsive and public-facing. Is there more that we might do? If so, please give details 
AMOSSHE welcomes this opportunity to contribute to discussion around quality assessment issues of the teaching and learning experience for students.  We believe that the consultation is extremely timely, both because of the point in the current QAA six year cycle, and the increasing prominence of the student experience, and political focus on employability and graduate skills.  These clearly demonstrate that teaching and learning go beyond a programme’s academic boundaries.  To fully understand and assure the quality of a programme, audit must take a holistic view and include all teaching and learning interventions.  It must explore the ways that the programme and the HEI meet the needs of students and the wider workforce. 
Nearly all, if not all, of a student’s contacts with student services influence their teaching and learning experience.  Areas which might be explicitly addressed in considering issues of quality for the student experience include: TEFL provision; skills training; careers services; health and wellbeing; mentoring and peer support.  Exploring these areas should draw on existing management practice and tools.  HEFCE is funding a project with AMOSSHE to develop a toolkit for value and impact measurements in services that support students, and the data generated by this could provide key evidence for some of the areas referenced above.   This would enable assessment to have a holistic and realistic view of the quality of teaching and learning in its wider context at each HEI.
Annex A: paragraphs referred to in the consultation questions (from HEFCE 2009 ‘Future arrangements for quality assurance in England and Northern Ireland’)
Paragraph 31

The revised quality assurance system must be underpinned by principles which will provide the conceptual and operational context in which it operates. We consider that the revised system to assure quality and standards should (note that these are not listed in any order of priority):
a. Provide authoritative, publicly accessible information on academic quality and standards in higher education.
b. Command public, employer and other stakeholder confidence.

c. Meet the needs of the funding bodies and of institutions.
d. Meet the needs of students.
e. Rely on independent judgement.
f. Support a culture of quality improvement within institutions.
g. Work effectively and efficiently.

Paragraph 32

Objectives for the revised quality assurance system flow from each of these principles, as follows (note that these are not listed in order of priority):
a. Provide authoritative, publicly accessible information on academic quality and standards in higher education. 
i. Provide timely and readily accessible public information, on a consistent and comparable basis, on the quality and standards of the educational provision for which each institution takes responsibility.
ii. Report results on a robust, consistent and comparable basis that meets public expectations.

b. Command public, employer and other stakeholder confidence.

i. Ensure that any provision that falls below national expectations can be detected and the issues speedily addressed.
ii. Apply transparent processes and judgements, and function in a rigorous, intelligible, proportionate and responsive way.
iii. Assure the threshold standards of awards from HEIs in England and Northern Ireland, wherever and however they are delivered.

iv. Explain clearly where responsibilities lie for the quality and standards of provision and how they are secured.

c. Meet the needs of the funding bodies and of institutions.

i. Enable the funding bodies to discharge their statutory responsibilities to assure the quality of the programmes they fund.
ii. Enable institutions to discharge their corporate responsibilities, by providing them with information on how well their own internal systems for quality management and setting and maintaining standards are functioning, and identifying areas for improvement.
d. Meet the needs of students.

i. Have current and prospective students’ interests at its heart, underlying all of the other principles.

ii. Engage students in the quality process, whether at course, institutional or national level.
iii. Focus on the improvement of the students’ learning experiences without compromising the accountability element of quality assurance.
e. Rely on independent judgement.

i. Incorporate internal reviews that involve external participants.

ii. Recognise and support the important role of external examining.
iii. Incorporate external reviews carried out by independent reviewers.
iv. Incorporate external reviews run by an operationally independent body (the QAA) and professional, statutory and regulatory bodies.
f. Support a culture of quality improvement within institutions. 
i. Recognise institutional autonomy and responsibility for quality and standards.
ii. Apply a process of external review, both by academic peers and by students, rather than inspection by a professional inspectorate.

iii. Include processes based on rigorous institutional self-evaluation.
iv. Promote self-improvement in institutions (quality enhancement).
v. Enable the dissemination of good practice.
g. Works effectively and efficiently.

i. Operate efficiently, in order to avoid disproportionate use of institutional effort and resources which could otherwise be directed to the delivery of front-line student teaching.

ii. Rely on partnership and co-operation between the institutions, the QAA and the funding bodies.

iii. Address both quality (appropriate and effective teaching, support, assessment and opportunities for learning provided for students) and standards (levels of achievement that a student has to reach to gain an award) as two distinct but interlinked concepts.
iv. Work on the principle of collecting information once to use in many ways.
v. Acknowledge that while the quality assurance system applies to England and Northern Ireland only, it is underpinned by reference tools which are UK-wide.
vi. Adhere to the Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the European Higher Education Area (encompassing internal and external quality assurance).
vii. Maintain sufficient flexibility and responsiveness to meet changing demands and public priorities in a timely manner.
viii. Complement and avoid duplication with, so far as possible, other assurance processes in HE (for example Ofsted; professional, statutory and regulatory bodies).

Paragraph 38

In order that a revised institutional audit method should meet the needs of the present day and, so far as possible, future challenges, we propose that the QAA be asked to develop a method that is (compared to the current method):
a. More proactive and flexible, able to investigate particular themes or concerns should the need arise.
b. Better explained and presented in reports and handbooks, with the public as a principal audience, using simpler language.
c. Clearer about the importance attached to the provision of robust and comparable public information by institutions.
d. Clearer about the comparability of threshold standards between institutions, including the vital role of the Academic Infrastructure in supporting this. 

e. As far as reasonably possible, of no increased overall level of demand, ensuring that maximum funding is devoted directly to learning and teaching.
