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Evaluation of the Academic Infrastructure
Response from Loughborough University

Question 1 
a) How widely recognised is the Academic Infrastructure?

b) Who should be the audience(s) for the Academic Infrastructure?

c) What should be the primary purpose of the Academic Infrastructure?

d) Does the Academic Infrastructure provide an adequate basis for the comparison of academic standards between institutions and between academic disciplines?

The various components of the Academic Infrastructure are widely recognised within the sector.  They are less familiar to a wider audience (students, employers, general public) and, by and large, have not been developed or explained with the wider audience in mind.  There is less awareness of the larger entity (what the term actually refers to) or the interdependence of the components which is intended.  Some parts of the Academic Infrastructure are more applicable to standards and some to the quality of learning opportunities: it would be helpful to clarify this distinction.  We do not believe the Academic Infrastructure should be used as a basis for comparing academic standards between institutions or between academic disciplines.  It is a framework of reference points which, assuming it is adopted across the sector, can provide assurance of a threshold level of comparability, but no more than this.  
Question 2

a) How should the Academic Infrastructure be better connected to quality assurance and enhancement activities?

b) What further developments are needed? 

There are questions about the way in which audit teams interpret the detail of the various components, and the level of compliance expected, but it is difficult to see how this could be overcome without a more prescriptive approach.  This would be damaging to the diversity of provision within the sector.  
Question 3
a) Have the qualifications frameworks met their original aims, expectations and anticipated benefits?

b) Are the ways in which they are currently used appropriate and effective in setting and maintaining standards and quality?

c) What further developments are needed? 

We would generally agree that the qualifications frameworks are of value.  Engagement with them at the discipline level has increased over time.  Our programmes are also aligned with the Higher Education Credit Framework and we would suggest that further consideration might be given to an integrated credit and qualifications framework for England.
Question 4
a) Have the subject benchmark statements met their original aims, expectations and anticipated benefits?

b) Are the ways in which they are currently used appropriate and effective in setting and maintaining standards and quality?

c) What further developments are needed? 

The subject benchmark statements are useful reference points for programme developers and for those involved in programme monitoring and review who are themselves familiar with the discipline concerned.  We welcome the increasing alignment between the subject benchmark statements and the criteria for professional accreditation in areas such as engineering, which increases the relevance of the benchmark statements in such areas.  There is only partial coverage of subject areas, and difficulties can arise in finding appropriate reference points for multidisciplinary programmes.   
Question 5
a) Have programme specifications met their original aims, expectations and anticipated benefits?

b) Are the ways in which they are currently used appropriate and effective in setting and maintaining standards and quality?

c) What further developments are needed? 

We have mixed views on the value of programme specifications.  The main benefit has been the discipline imposed on our departments to develop intended learning outcomes for their programmes.  These rarely appear in other documents.  Programme specifications are used primarily for quality assurance purposes, however, rather than being directed at a student audience.  We have found it difficult to present them in student-friendly language, whilst retaining the technical detail which makes them useful in processes such as approval and review.  In fact, we would question the need to do so, since programme information is accessed in other ways, by potential students through the prospectus (printed or on-line), and by existing students through programme or departmental handbooks, and the VLE.  We feel there is potential through the other work currently being undertaken at national level on the information that should be provided for students and prospective students, to ensure that appropriate and comparable information about the content and nature of programmes of study reaches this audience, and that programme specifications should not be expected in future to fulfil this role.  
Question 6
a) Has the Code of practice met its original aims, expectations and anticipated benefits?

b) Are the ways in which it is currently used appropriate and effective in setting and maintaining standards and quality?

c) What further developments are needed? 

The Code of practice is helpful and well regarded.  We use it to inform institutional codes of practice, notes of guidance, and similar documents, and it has been influential in developing our quality assurance policies and procedures.  We note the suggestions for adding further sections.  This might be helpful, although in some of the areas suggested, such as learning support resources, where institutional approaches vary widely, it is not easy to envisage an extensive set of generic precepts.  There are benefits in having all principles and explanations on a single theme brought together in one place which should be borne in mind in any revision to remove overlap and duplication between the sections.
Question 7

What do you think the future of the Academic Infrastructure should be?

We would broadly endorse Scenario 2, but would not necessarily see advantage in all the sections of the Code of practice being brought together in a single volume.

We would like to see the title ‘Academic Infrastructure’ replaced.  
