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HE in the UK today 
• Four different national HE systems  

• England c. 135 higher education institutions  
• Scotland 21 higher education institutions  
• Wales 13 higher education institutions  
• Northern Ireland 2 higher education institutions  

• About 2 million students 
• c. 1/3 part-time 
• 55% women 
• 20% postgraduate 
• Comparatively high retention/completion rates  
• Very limited private HE 

• Total government HE budget about £10 
billion  



Characteristics of higher education 
in the UK 

• Universities are formally private, self–regulating 
organisations, originally associations of scholars 

• They are not owned by the state 
• Once approved, they have unlimited powers to award their 

own degrees and other qualifications  
• There is no programme accreditation system (HEIs are 

self-accrediting) 
• Most are mainly funded by the government 
• The government has strong indirect influence/control over 

higher education via funding  
• The relationship between universities and the state is 

ambiguous (‘private bodies with public functions’) 
 



What is quality assurance 
intended to provide in the UK? 

• Confidence (internal and external) 
• Accountability (internal and external) 
• Information (internal and external) 
• Development (enhancement) 

 
 



Some facts about QAA 

• Founded in 1997 
• Company limited by guarantee, owned by 

bodies representing HEIs (‘RBs’) 
• Board: 6 independent, 4 RB nominees, 4 

funding council nominees; independent chair  
• Two offices – Gloucester (HQ) and Glasgow 

(Scottish Office) 
• c. 130 staff 
• Budget c. £10M, from institutional 

subscriptions and contracts from funding 
bodies 



What does QAA do? 
• Develops and maintains the ‘Academic 

Infrastructure’ 
• Reviews institutions and programmes through 

audits and subject reviews (including 
overseas and collaborative activities) 

• Advises government(s) on applications for 
degree-awarding powers and university title 

• Runs the Access Courses Recognition 
Scheme in England and Wales 

• Offers advice on academic quality and 
standards matters 



External quality assurance 
processes in the UK: 1993 - 2001  

• two separate approaches: 
 

• academic audit (an evaluation of the ways 
universities manage their own academic standards 
and quality) undertaken by sector-owned HEQC 

•   

• subject review (quality assessment): 
inspection at subject level undertaken by HE funding 
councils (England, Scotland, Wales) 



 Modern history 
• 1997 QAA founded 
• 1997 ‘Dearing Report’ on future of HE 
• 1998-2001 QAA develops ‘Academic Infrastructure’ 
• 1998-2001 QAA develops new UK-wide quality assurance 

system, combining audit and subject review, introduced in 
Scotland 2000 

• 2001 England pulls out of new system (followed by Wales 
and Scotland) before it starts, complaining of ‘burden of 
accountability’ 

• 2001 HEFCE, UUK, SCOP and QAA devise new Quality 
Assurance Framework to be introduced in England from 
2002-03 

• 2002 QAA designs and implements new new systems for 
England and Scotland 

• 2003 QAA designs new system for Wales 
• 2004-05 Review of English Quality Assurance Framework 



Why was subject review 
stopped? 

• subject reviews had shown generally high 
quality and standards: no point in repeating 
the exercise 

• unnecessary burden on institutions  
• institutions had learned how to ‘win the game’ 
• diminishing returns 
• institutional resistance 
• alternative ways of providing information and 

identifying weaknesses  



The new quality assurance 
landscape in the UK: the principles 

• puts responsibility for assuring quality and 
standards clearly within institutions 

• places certain specific obligations on 
institutions   

• requires institutions to publish full, accurate 
and verifiable information about quality and 
standards for students and others (not just 
prospectus PR) 

• Minimum external demands on institutions  
 
 



The new Quality Assurance 
Framework for higher education in 
the UK consists of 
 • implementation of the ‘academic 
infrastructure’ 

• published information about quality 
and standards in individual 
institutions   

• institutional audit/review 
• student surveys 

 



How we define academic 
‘standards’ and ‘quality’ 

• academic standards are predetermined and explicit 
levels of achievement which must be reached for a 
student to be granted a qualification 

 
• academic quality is a way of describing the 

effectiveness of everything that is done or provided 
(the ‘learning opportunities’) to ensure that students 
have the best possible opportunity to meet the stated 
outcomes of their programmes and the academic 
standards of the awards they are seeking 
 



The UK’s ‘Academic 
Infrastructure’ 

• Dearing recommendation for transparent 
framework within which UK higher education 
would deal with quality and standards  

• ‘reference points’ not prescriptions 
• two qualifications frameworks (England, 

Wales and Northern Ireland; Scotland) 
• subject benchmark statements 
• programme specifications  
• code of practice for quality assurance  

 



Academic Infrastructure - 
Qualifications framework: England 
Wales and Northern Ireland 

• 5 levels 
• 1  Certificate (C level) 
• 2  Intermediate (I level) Bologna ‘short cycle’ 

• includes ‘Foundation Degrees’ 
 ‘Higher National Diplomas’ 
 ‘Ordinary’ bachelor’s degrees 

• 3  Honours bachelor (H level)  3 or 4 years Bologna first cycle 
• 4  Master’s (M level) 1 or 2 years Bologna second cycle 
• 5  Doctor (D level) 3 or 4 years Bologna third cycle 

• all UK qualifications are expected to fit into the 
frameworks and conform with UK ‘qualifications 
descriptors’ 



Academic Infrastructure - 
Subject benchmark statements 

• descriptions of the key features of a subject at 
honours degree level and the characteristics 
of graduates in that subject 

• developed by representative groups of 
academics 

• not ‘national curriculum’ or standard 
requirements 

• hostile reception at first; largely gone now 
• benchmarks now seen as legitimising new 

and small subjects 
• requests for new benchmarks  



Academic Infrastructure -
Programme specifications 

• sets of published information about all 
programmes of study 

• coverage 
• intended learning outcomes 
• teaching and learning strategies and methods 
• assessment strategies and methods 
• learning support 
• possible career opportunities  



Academic Infrastructure – 
The Code of Practice 

• advice and guidance on aspects of 
quality assurance 

• 10 sections  
• ‘precepts’ and ‘explanations’ 
• precepts describe ‘levels of security 

expected’ 
• explanations say why these are 

important 



What institutions are expected to do 

• have sound and effective internal 
reviews with external membership 

• make sound and effective use of 
external examiners 

• publish honest and full information 
about quality and standards 

• use student surveys 
 



What is ‘institutional audit’? 

• a way of checking that higher education 
institutions are dealing properly with their 
academic quality and standards through 
effective ‘quality assurance’ policies and 
procedures 
 

• a way of checking that their published 
information about quality and standards is 
true and not distorted 



The audit focuses on 
• publicly available information on quality and 

standards 
• how information is managed by institutions 
• internal quality assurance reviews, especially 

for disciplines and/or programmes 
• the experience of students as learners 
• the academic standards expected of, and 

achieved by, students 
• the quality assurance of teaching staff 
• how institutions are using the Academic 

Infrastructure  



Key features of current 
institutional audit process 

• institutions are audited by QAA every 6 years (after initial 
3 year transition period) 
 

• every institution publishes information on the quality and 
standards of their programmes in an agreed format 
 

• QAA verifies that institutional information is (or is not) 
reliable  
 

• QAA confirms how far confidence can be placed in an 
institution’s management of quality and standards  
 

• quality assurance systems are tested at subject level 
through ‘discipline audit trails’ (DATS) 

  

• suspected poor quality provision is reviewed fully 
 

• a new, central role for students 



Audit provides a published 
report for each institution on  

 The level of confidence (‘broad confidence’, 
‘limited confidence’, no confidence’) that can 
reasonably be placed in the soundness of the 
institution’s management of the quality and 
academic standards of its programmes and 
awards; and 
 

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



Audit reports also contain 

• summary 
• detailed analysis of quality assurance 
• list of good practices seen 
• list of recommendations 

• essential 
• advisable 
• desirable   



 Scotland 

• enhancement-led institutional review 
(ELIR), broadly comparable to England, 
but with a stronger focus on enhancement 
and significant operational differences, 
begun in October 2003 

• Institutional enhancement strategy focus 
• no DATs 
• student member on review team  
• judgements comparable with English audits 
• four-year cycle 
• continuous evaluation 

• annual ‘enhancement themes’ (thematic 
developmental activities) 



 Wales and Northern Ireland  

• Wales  
• an institutional review method broadly 

similar to England, from 2004 
• six-year cycle 

 

• Northern Ireland 
• as for England 

 



Is the quality assurance 
framework effective? 

• current research project says ‘Yes!’ 
• good assurance levels 
• more enhancement possible 
• heis like it much better than previous 

alternatives 
• danger of complexity of procedure 
• HEIs ‘gold plating’ their internal quality 

assurance – should do less! 



Where next for QA in England? 

• continuation of audits on 6-yearly cycle 
• DATS replaced by non-specific audit trails 
• increased focus on development and 

enhancement  
• different range of judgments  
• criticism of institutions that ‘gold plate’ 
• more synergy with professional, statutory and 

regulatory bodies (PSRBs) 
• procedural refinements to audits 

 



Future developments   
• strengthening of ‘quality culture’ in HEIs 
• quality assurance of new forms of 

delivery/new types of provider 
• government demands for ‘better regulation’ 

and ‘lighter touch’ by inspectorates 
• more information  
• European Higher Education Area (‘Bologna 

Process’) 
• European Register and peer reviews of 

quality assurance agencies 
• regulation of transnational education 

 
 


	Meeting the Need, Reducing the Load: Quality Assurance for the Longer Term in the UK 
	HE in the UK today
	Characteristics of higher education in the UK
	What is quality assurance intended to provide in the UK?
	Some facts about QAA
	What does QAA do?
	External quality assurance processes in the UK: 1993 - 2001 
		Modern history
	Why was subject review stopped?
	The new quality assurance landscape in the UK: the principles
	The new Quality Assurance Framework for higher education in the UK consists of�
	How we define academic ‘standards’ and ‘quality’
	The UK’s ‘Academic Infrastructure’
	Academic Infrastructure - Qualifications framework: England Wales and Northern Ireland
	Academic Infrastructure - Subject benchmark statements
	Academic Infrastructure -Programme specifications
	Academic Infrastructure –�The Code of Practice
	What institutions are expected to do
	What is ‘institutional audit’?
	The audit focuses on
	Key features of current institutional audit process
	Audit provides a published report for each institution on 
	Audit reports also contain
		Scotland
		Wales and Northern Ireland 
	Is the quality assurance framework effective?
	Where next for QA in England?
	Future developments  

