Annex B Summary of consultation questions
Responses should be made online by Friday 5 March 2010 using the response form which can be accessed on the HEFCE web-site alongside this document at www.hefce.ac.uk/pubs/hefce/2009/09_47.

Consultation question 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/
Please add any comments:

The system requires the consensual support of front-line teaching and student support staff.  We regret the use of ‘improvement’ in lieu of ‘enhancement’ which implies we start from an unsatisfactory base.
Consultation question 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/
Please add any comments:
It should be implied in matters of quality and standards that comparability can be demonstrated where it cannot.  The system should not divert institutional effort and resources away from the delivery and support of front-line student teaching and should not increase the current burden.
Consultation question 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?
Agree/
Please add any comments:
It is vital that the audit method is clearly described to those who will undergo the audit, namely institutions; their needs and those of the public audience are unlikely to be served by the same documentation.  The ‘academic infrastructure’ is an example of the vocabulary which stands in the way of public understanding.
Consultation question 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? 

Agree/
Please add any comments:

We see no problem in principle with the introduction of new issues or thematic enquiries over the course of the audit cycle, provided that audit judgements are based on the same agreed range of enquiries.  We would expect the grounds for including new issues to be carefully considered and for timely notice to be given of their inclusion.
Consultation question 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?
/Neither agree nor disagree/
Please add any comments:
The QAA should concentrate on threshold standards and ensuring the integrity of QA systems within institutions.  Judgements on standards would require subject specialist knowledge and expertise which audit teams do not have.
Consultation question 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/
Please add any comments:
We appreciate the care taken in the wording of the current judgements to ensure that they remain valid for some time after the audit and to avoid their rendition as metrics that subsequently appear in press league tables, and would wish these same considerations to underpin any proposed changes.  We have some sympathy with the view that ‘limited confidence’ might be taken to infer that an institution does not meet acceptable levels of quality and/or standards and agree that there are grounds for finding an alternative wording in this case.  We have heard arguments that judgements should be expressed in more aspirational terms, but feel that these would be inappropriate for judgements about the management of quality and standards.
Consultation question 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? 

Neither agree nor disagree/
Please add any comments:
We reserve judgement until we see what common data set is proposed, and where it is proposed the data is presented, whether on a national website or on institutions’ own webpages.  We would be concerned to know how an audit team without specialist expertise would establish the accuracy of quantitative information.
Consultation question 8: Do you agree that the QAA should provide summaries of institutional audit reports for a non-specialist audience?
Agree/
Please add any comments:
The subtlety of the vocabulary used in versions of reports designed for institutional use should not be lost for the sake of public accessibility and the provision of summaries for non-specialist audiences therefore seems sensible.  This having been said, the QAA has a tendency in our view, in audit reports and other publications, to over-complicate matters even for a specialist HE audience.
Consultation question 9: Do you agree that institutional audits should be organised on a rolling basis rather than in a fixed cycle?

Neither agree nor disagree
Please add any comments. In particular, if you agree, what would be your definition of a minor change to procedure, compared to a more substantive revision?

We would be content for minor changes in procedures and the topics to be considered to be made on an ongoing basis.  We find it difficult to define a minor change in the abstract.  A key issue for us would be that audit judgements are made on the basis of the same range of audit enquiries.  
Consultation question 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.

Many of the terms used here sit uneasily with the way an enhancement focus was being developed during the current audit cycle, and it would be a pity if momentum in that direction were lost in the next audit round.
