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Institutional audit

Loughborough University

Summary

Introduction

A team of auditors from the Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education (QAA) visited Loughborough University (the University) from 10 to 14 March 2008 to carry out an institutional audit. The purpose of the audit was to provide public information on the quality of the learning opportunities available to students and on the academic standards of the awards that the University offers.

To arrive at its conclusions, the audit team spoke to members of staff throughout the University and to current students, and read a wide range of documents about the ways in which the University manages the academic aspects of its provision.

In institutional audit, the institution's management of both academic standards and the quality of learning opportunities are audited. The term 'academic standards' is used to describe the level of achievement that a student has to reach to gain an award (for example, a degree). It should be at a similar level across the United Kingdom (UK). The term 'quality of learning opportunities' is used to describe the support provided by an institution to enable students to achieve the awards. It is about the provision of appropriate teaching, support and assessment for the students.

Outcomes of the institutional audit

As a result of its investigations, the audit team's view of the University is that:

· confidence can reasonably be placed in the soundness of the institution's present

and likely future management of the academic standards of the awards that it offers

· confidence can reasonably be placed in the soundness of the institution's present

and likely future management of the quality of the learning opportunities available to

students.

Institutional approach to quality enhancement

The University's approach to quality enhancement is based on several key principles, which include strategic purpose, departmental focus, student involvement, partnerships within the University, an enquiry-based culture and continuing professional development. There is evidence from a number of sources that the University is taking deliberate steps to enhance the quality of learning opportunities. The establishment of Quality Enhancement Officers, who work closely with departments, is considered a feature of good practice by the audit team.

Postgraduate research students

Since 2006 there have been several developments relating to the University's management of its postgraduate research provision. These include the establishment of a Graduate School, the appointment of a Graduate Director, and a review and revision of postgraduate regulations. Postgraduate graduate qualification rates are high and overall, there are indicators of a strong institutional research environment. The audit team
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concludes that the University's processes and procedures for postgraduate research programmes make an effective contribution to its management of the quality and standards of those programmes

Published information

The University publishes a wide range of information both in hardcopy and on its website. Students confirmed that the publicity material and prospectuses, both printed and on the University web site, gave an accurate account of the institution. The audit found that, overall, reliance could reasonably be placed on the accuracy and completeness of the information that the University publishes about the quality of its educational provision and the standards of its awards

Features of good practice

The audit team identified the following areas as being good practice:

· the prioritisation of students in the institutional culture

· the thorough approach to the promotion and management of industrial links and placement opportunities to enhance the educational experience of students and the future employability of graduates

· the integration of the Centres for Excellence in Teaching and Learning in learning and teaching to enhance student support and the student experience

· the development of the role of Quality Enhancement Officer and its close link with departments to support enhancement activities.

Recommendations for action

The audit team recommends that the University consider further action in some areas. The team advises the University to:

· review the management of assessment, progression and degree classification procedures to ensure that they test that programme learning outcomes are met and that equitable treatment of students across the institution is assured

· review the strategic oversight and overall management of collaborative provision to ensure that procedures and practice take appropriate account of the precepts of section 2 of the QAA Code of Practice.

It would be desirable for the University to:

· reflect on the processes of programme approval, monitoring and review. with a view to ensuring that:

• the opportunities for enhancement afforded by external involvement are capitalised upon; and

• the outcomes of the processes are fully and transparently reported so that good practice is effectively captured and quality enhancement supported.
Reference points

To provide further evidence to support its findings, the audit team investigated the use made by the College of the Academic Infrastructure, which provides a means of describing academic standards in UK higher education. It allows for diversity and innovation within academic programmes offered by higher education. QAA worked with the higher education sector to establish the various parts of the Academic infrastructure, which are:

· Code of practice for the assurance of academic quality and standards in higher education

· frameworks for higher education qualifications in England, Wales and Northern Ireland, and in Scotland

· subject benchmark statements

· programme specifications.

The audit found that, overall, the University took due account of the elements of the Academic Infrastructure in its management of academic standards and the quality of learning opportunities available to students. However, the audit team advises the University to reflect further on its application of section 2 of the QAA Code of Practice, as noted above.
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