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1. Introduction

The following paper provides an overview of recent changes to the QAA Academic Infrastructure, which includes the introduction of new guidance on the provision of information about higher education.
LTC is asked to note the introduction of this new guidance and to comment on a proposed response to a QAA consultation on its contents.  The consultation closes on 24 February 2012.

2. The new UK Quality Code for Higher Education

Members will be aware that since its inception in 1997 the Quality Assurance Agency (QAA) has worked with the higher education sector to develop reference points and resources that institutions use to guide their policies for maintaining academic standards and quality. These reference points have been known as the Academic Infrastructure. 

The QAA has recently evaluated the Academic Infrastructure to establish whether it is still fit for purpose. The findings of the evaluation suggested that it would benefit from being restructured, but without compromising its core purpose. Proposals to restructure the Academic Infrastructure were subject to public consultation between December 2010 and March 2011. 

Following the consultation it was determined that the Academic Infrastructure would be replaced with a new UK Quality Code for Higher Education, effective from the 2012-13 academic year onwards.

The Quality Code will be structured in three parts:

· Part A: Setting and maintaining threshold academic standards 

· Part B: Assuring and enhancing academic quality 

· Part C: Providing information about higher education. 

It will form the definitive reference point for all those involved in delivering higher education that leads to an award from or is validated by a UK higher education provider. It will cover all students, whatever their mode or location of study.

3. The new Part C: Information about higher education provision

Part C sets out the Expectation that all UK higher education providers are required to meet concerning the information they produce about the higher education they offer. A series of Indicators offers guidance to providers in meeting the Expectation. 

Part C is structured around the following purposes for which higher education providers produce information, including to: 

· communicate the value of higher education 

· enable prospective students to make informed decisions about where, what and how they will study 

· enable current students to make the most of their higher education learning experience 

· confirm the achievements of students on completion of their studies 

· safeguard academic standards and assure and enhance academic quality. 

Given these purposes, it is plausible that not all information about higher education should be in the public domain, but is on occasion signposted in a targeted fashion. 

The full draft of Part C is provided in appendix 1.

4. Draft response to the QAA consultation on Part C 
With reference to the questions in the consultation, the following responses are proposed.  LTC is asked to comment on the responses.
Question 1

Do you agree with the principles and their applicability to all providers of UK higher education? Please offer alternative phrasing and comments if you do not agree. Do the Expectation and Indicators embody the principles?
It is not clear whether the focus of Part C is on public relations (i.e. the marketing of UK HE) or the provision of public information.  The latter would appear to be the intention of Part C, but the language used throughout should be carefully considered to ensure there is no ambiguity.  For example, the recommendation in Indicator 2 that an institution should ‘publicise’ certain policies and procedures is open for interpretation – which could leave institutions wondering whether they are expected to undertake a full-blown marketing campaign.  The indicator has been amended below to make this less prescriptive and in line with Principle 2, which states that institutions should have autonomy regarding the mechanisms they use to communicate this information.

Indicator 2: Higher education providers make available institutional policies and procedures that are relevant and of interest to all parties.

The recommendation in Indicator 1 that an institution should describe their role within the UK HE sector would benefit from further clarity.  An alternative is tracked below, which confirms that the intention of this indicator is to provide an overview of the institution.

Indicator 1: Higher education providers publish information that enables all audiences to develop an understanding of the profile of the institution and its position within the UK higher education sector.

The guidance under indicator 1 would benefit from a re-write as it is not clear whether this indicator is designed to encompass statutory guidance alone or also to encompass good practice in regard to governance information.

Question 2

Do you agree with the wording of the Expectation for Part C: Information about higher education provision? Does the Expectation adequately reflect the principles outlined above? Please offer alternative phrasing and comments if you do not agree. 

Tracked below is a suggested amendment to the wording of the expectation to clarify that the purpose is to make the information available, not just produce it.

Expectation: UK higher education providers produce and make available information about the higher education experience they offer that is valid, reliable and useful..

Question 3

Are there further categories of information about the higher education provider that it is sound practice to offer to the general public, and that should be mentioned specifically? 
No.
Question 4
Are there further categories of information that it is sound practice to offer to prospective students, and that should be mentioned here specifically? Are there categories of information placed here that may be better situated elsewhere in Part C: Information about higher education provision? 

The guidance recommends that institutions ‘give prospective students indications of progression, retention, and award rates for the programme of study’.  This type of information was not identified in the research for the Key Information Set as information that prospective would like to see, so it has to be asked why this additional requirement is now being introduced.
Progression, retention and awards rates may be relatively low for some institutions, and not always due to issues with the quality of teaching.  It would be more appropriate to start with the expectation that all students will start their studies with the intention to pass, rather than start with the expectation that a certain percentage will fail.

Question 5
Are there further categories of information that it is sound practice to offer to current students, and that should be mentioned here specifically? Are there categories of information placed here that may be better situated elsewhere in Part C: Information about higher education provision? 

It may be appropriate to make reference to student charters, with a recommendation that they should be made available to current students.

Question 6

Are there further categories of information that it is sound practice to offer to students on completion of their studies, and that should be mentioned here specifically? Are there categories of information placed here that may be better situated elsewhere in Part C: Information about higher education provision? 

Nothing to add.

Question 7
Are there further categories of information that it is sound practice to accumulate for the purposes of monitoring and managing academic standards and quality, and that should be mentioned here specifically? Are there categories of information placed here that may be better situated elsewhere in Part C: Information about higher education provision? 

Nothing to add.

Question 8

Part C: Information about higher education provision needs to be applicable in all four countries of the UK, as does the Quality Code overall. Is Part C worded in such a way as to accommodate different regulatory frameworks pertaining to information about higher education provision? 

Part C appears to be worded to enable it to be accommodate the regulatory frameworks of all four countries of the UK.

Question 9.

Is Part C: Information about higher education provision sensitive to the diversity of higher education providers, of higher education students, and of others seeking information about higher education? 

Part C appears to be sensitive to the diversity of all UK higher education stakeholders.
