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Revised version of Section 7 of the QAA Code of Practice
1.
Our next QAA Institutional Audit will be taking place in the spring of 2008 and an Audit Steering Group, chaired by the PVC(T), will shortly be convened to manage preparations for it.
2.
Curriculum Sub-Committee is alerted to the fact that the QAA published in September 2006 a revised version of Section 7 of the Code of Practice for the assurance of quality and standards in higher education: Programme design, approval, monitoring and review:

http://www.qaa.ac.uk/academicinfrastructure/codeOfPractice/default.asp
The Audit Steering Group will be looking at the changes that have been introduced in this section of the Code and considering what implications these might have for Loughborough’s policies and procedures.  

Independence and externality in programme approval and review

3.
It is timely however to remind CSC of the importance which QAA attaches to ‘the use of independent external participants in internal quality management procedures, with particular reference to guidance provided by [Section 7 of the Code of Practice]’.  The Audit Handbook warns that audit teams will find it particularly difficult to express confidence if this does not occur, or if there is not a strong and scrupulous use of independent external examiners in summative assessment procedures.  

4.
The relevant precept from Section 7 of the Code is attached.  This expressly refers to both approval and review of programmes.
5.
We can be reasonably confident that our Periodic Programme Review procedures will withstand scrutiny from the point of view of satisfying independence and externality, as the review panel always includes a senior academic from elsewhere as an external assessor, and the internal members are drawn from departments other than the one under review.  

6.
CSC is invited to consider however whether our procedures for new programme approval make sufficient use of external input.
Background information

7.
The Committee should be aware of the following background information.

8.
The report on Loughborough’s last QAA Institutional Audit (2004) made reference to the issue of external input to the approval process for new programmes.  It was suggested, in the recommendations, that the University 'may wish to consider the advisability of…ensuring that an external peer perspective can be brought to bear on the approval of new undergraduate and taught postgraduate programmes'.  The relevant section of the body of the report reads: 'In the case of programme development and approval, the external element in the process could be strengthened by allowing for external peer advice to be provided direct to CSC, and ensuring that individuals identified to act in such capacity are not directly connected with the proposal in question, and the team encourages the University to consider this suggestion.'

9.
In our published response to the audit report, we said of this particular point (and some others) 'the University remains to be persuaded of the audit team's suggestions'.

10.
In the progress report provided for the QAA 12 months on from the audit, on this issue of an external perspective on new programme proposals, we said:

'The University procedures for the approval of new taught programmes require departments to produce evidence of external consultation. Departments might therefore present the written views of senior academics elsewhere in the sector; equally, they might provide comments from industry on the way in which the content of the programme reflects the needs of industry and the likely employment prospects of the graduates.  We do not consider that it would be beneficial to insist on an external academic perspective: the new programme may be breaking new ground in a competitive student market, and the consultation process would raise issues of commercial confidentiality. We propose also to continue the practice whereby departments see any external advice and comments before programme proposals are presented to Curriculum Sub-Committee, so that the department can make appropriate adjustments in response.  We are reviewing the guidance given to departments on issues on which external advice and guidance should be sought and aim to ensure that such advice and guidance is sought from independent sources.’

Guidance to departments

11.
In revisiting the issue of external input to the programme approval process, CSC is specifically asked to consider the guidance given to departments.  The following questions come to mind:  

(i)
Is it feasible to draw up a list of issues that departments could raise with externals when consulting them on new programme proposals?

(ii)
Would it be feasible and desirable to devise such a list, subdivided into academic issues (where the department is consulting a senior academic elsewhere) and 'labour market' issues (where the department is consulting industry)? 
The first group of issues might include programme design, content, structure, progression issues, assessment strategy, distinctiveness of programme within the sector (perhaps), student recruitment prospects (perhaps). 
The second group might include relevance of content to industry needs, likely employment prospects of future graduates. 
The issues listed should ideally be matters on which CSC would find it helpful to have an external view - and would to a large extent define who could be consulted.  
(iii)
Would it be feasible to devise any ground rules to guide a department in the direction of academe or industry? Should they always consult an external academic and only sometimes industry as well?

(iv)
There is also the issue of the independence of the external.  Are there any categories of individual we would wish to rule out as being too 'directly connected with the proposal in question'?  
Conclusion

12.
It would be extremely helpful to have the views of CSC on these matters, in time, if it were deemed appropriate, to strengthen procedures from the start of 2007/08. 
Extract from Section 7 of QAA Code of Practice

Precept 3 and explanation

Institutions make use of external participation at key stages for the approval and review of programmes, as independence and objectivity are essential to provide confidence that the standards and quality of the programmes are appropriate. 
External participation is important for ensuring that programmes are designed, developed, approved and reviewed in the light of independent advice and for ensuring both transparency of process and confirmation of standards. Such external participation provides assurance at various levels: to the team delivering the programme and to the institution itself in monitoring the independence and objectivity of decisions taken under its procedures, to its students and to any reviewers who may carry out reviews/audits that are external to the institution’s own processes. 

It is important that institutions ensure they make use of external contributions of an appropriate kind when developing, approving and evaluating programmes. External examiners may provide useful contributions at various stages of approval and review processes but, for the purpose of objectivity, they are unlikely to be appropriate members of formal approval and review panels. It is also important that this external participation is proportionate to the level, importance and complexity of the process being followed. Useful contributions could be made in different ways by, for example:

· external advisers who provide relevant information and guidance on current developments in the discipline(s).  In considering the guidance provided by academic peers from other institutions, the Higher Education Academy may be a useful resource, particularly through its Subject Centres, in providing access to staff working in specific subject areas
· academic peers from other disciplines within the institution 

· any programme partners, for example, institutions with which there are collaborative arrangements 

· students, either studying on the programme or with an appropriate representative role 

· graduates from the programme 

· appropriate professional, statutory or regulatory bodies 

· external sources and advisers who provide relevant information and guidance on current developments including, for example, in the work place.  (See appendix 4 for illustrative examples of such sources.)

The use of appropriate externality in processes for programme design, approval and review may also allow an institution to avail itself of opportunities for enhancement, as well as for assurance.

