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Foreword from the Chair
This is the third and last report of the Quality Assurance Framework Review Group, and the landscape has changed markedly since we began our work. Whereas the quality assurance of provision within higher education had been the subject of contention between those who provided and those who ‘regulated’, that is no longer the case.

The providers of higher education have always recognised their need to be publicly accountable, both for the probity of the expenditure of significant amounts of public funding, and for the quality and standards of the education they provide to their students. As independently governed institutions, however, they emphasised their own responsibility to ensure that procedures and processes were in place to ensure that they could demonstrate that they met the high standards they set for themselves.

Not unnaturally, those who fund and those who have a remit to look after the public interest want a more publicly demonstrable set of processes and outcomes which can satisfy them, and the users and potential users of higher education, that their interests are being met. Reconciling these two positions was difficult, but not impossible. The Quality Assurance Framework, making clear the standards which institutions would be expected to meet and supplemented by publicly available information for all users and potential users, was the outcome. It was agreed by all parties in England for implementation from 2002. Such had been the concern about the burden of the previous systems, however, that the Better Regulation Task Group asked for the introduction of the new system to be monitored to ensure that it achieved the purposes for which it had been established.

The Quality Assurance Framework Review Group was therefore established jointly by HEFCE and the representative bodies for higher education institutions, Universities UK and GuildHE. It included representatives of government departments, professional and statutory bodies, the National Union of Students and the devolved administrations, and representatives of the Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education (QAA) were included as observers. 

Our task was not easy, because we began work when the new processes were still being tested and were not yet embedded. Nevertheless, we established our methodology of commissioning independent researchers to test the implementation of the new system, consulting widely about the emerging outcomes, and testing our emerging findings across the sector. We have published three reports, each with a different focus: the first looking at the revised institutional audit process; the second at the new public information requirements embedded within the process, Teaching Quality Information and the National Student Survey; and the third, this report, looking at audits of collaborative provision. 

Overall, we have found that the Quality Assurance Framework is working well: in all our reports we have made recommendations, which have been accepted and have led to adjustments to the system. The costs and burden have been lightened, yet the ‘lighter touch’ has not led to less rigour. The sector has taken ownership of the framework, and has used it positively. The shared values of the sector, both ‘providers’ and ‘regulators’, have enabled a constructive and positive approach to be taken, for the benefit of both. 

As Chair of the Review Group, I am greatly indebted to many people: firstly to the members of the Group, who have provided their experience, insights and wise advice; to the many HEIs who have worked positively with our research teams, to whom profound thanks are also due; to the bodies to whom we have reported, especially to Universities UK and GuildHE; to QAA and to HEFCE, for their support and constructive advice; and to the Secretariat, especially to Emma Creasey for her unfailing help.

There is still much to do; we have worked closely with the Higher Education Regulation Review Group and that group has taken up several of the issues which go beyond the framework into the role of professional, statutory and regulatory bodies and their relationships with higher education. The international dimension of higher education is increasingly important, whether students are taking UK qualifications at overseas locations or by e-learning, and there are concerns over the use of different quality assurance methods at different locations. QAA will be taking this forward.

However, the climate within which all this work will be taken forward has changed: the context is now one of joint ownership of the role and importance of quality assurance, the need for and significance of public information, the shared responsibility to ensure the highest quality of the student experience. 

Dame Sandra Burslem

Chair, Quality Assurance Framework Review Group

Executive summary
Purpose

1. This document sets out the outcomes of phase three of the review of the Quality Assurance Framework (QAF). It includes recommendations for revisions to the methods used by the Quality Assurance Agency (QAA) for auditing collaborative provision, and for improved communication between QAA and other reviewing agencies.
Key points

2. The QAF Review Group (QAFRG)
 commissioned SQW Consulting to carry out research into the impacts of reviews of collaborative provision on higher education institutions (HEIs)
.

Main findings

3. Reviews of collaborative provision are an integral part of the overall quality assurance infrastructure. As such, they protect public funding and students’ interests, ensure public confidence in collaborative provision, and maintain the global reputation of English higher education (HE) while still enabling HEIs to maintain autonomy. Safeguarding the public interest has been a key focus of the group’s work.

4. The key benefits of reviews are enhancement of an HEI’s public reputation and validation of standards. Other benefits, many of which stem from the institution’s preparation for the review, include: opportunities for institutions and their partners to reflect on their provision; a strengthening of HEI-partner relationships; and raising the profile of the provision within an institution. 
5. Sector views are mixed on whether collaborative provision audits (CPAs) should be separated from institutional audit. Some institutions perceived separate CPAs as more effective for reviewing collaborative provision than an exercise within an institutional audit, although there is a risk that there will be a lack of coherence with other QA processes. There is some uncertainly as to the definition of ‘large and complex’ provision, although QAFRG recognises that deciding whether or not an institution fits into this category will be subject to discussion between QAA and the institution concerned. There were mixed views as to what the length of time should be between institutional audit and CPA.

6. Many HEIs perceived that there was significant duplication in the information provided for institutional audit and for CPA. Some HEIs were concerned that requirements for reviews of collaborative provision would duplicate requirements of IQER (Integrated Quality and Enhancement Review), the new method for quality assurance of HE delivered in further education colleges. 

7. Although QAA review was considered to be effective, there were mixed views on whether or not QAA activity was proportionate to the perceived risks to quality of collaborative provision. There were suggestions that collaborative provision should be judged according to a ‘continuum of risk’ and reviews should be scaled accordingly. The context of the provision, including the institution’s own experience of collaboration and risk management processes, should be taken into account when judging risk levels.

8. While any review of collaborative provision adds to an institution’s costs, separate CPAs in particular were perceived as being highly resource-intensive. Few HEIs in the case study were able to identify total costs, so it was not possible to determine the average cost of a collaborative provision audit or to determine whether or not it represented value for money.

9. Audits of overseas provision as carried out by QAA are not formally identified as part of the QAF and were therefore excluded from the research. It is recognised however that equity and comparability between home and overseas provision are important.

10. For the future QAA has proposed a tripartite approach to reviews of collaborative provision in which, for most institutions, collaborative provision will be considered as part of institutional audit. Large and complex institutions with substantial collaborative provision will receive a separate audit and large institutions with complex collaborative arrangements will be subject to a ‘hybrid’ model in which collaborative provision is reviewed as part of institutional audit but enhanced by partnership visits. The HEI representative bodies have been consulted on this model. QAFRG judges that the model is a good base on which to proceed with revisions to reviews of collaborative provision, but the recommendations of this report should be taken into account, in particular the requirement to use a more risk-based approach.
11. HEIs have relationships with a variety of professional, statutory and regulatory bodies (PSRBs), which tend to offer accreditation or professional recognition which may be vital for a particular programme. PSRB information requirements normally tend to be at the subject level, and therefore do not directly overlap with QAA requirements. However, the need to provide the same information in different formats for different PSRBs can be burdensome, and there is a perceived need for greater co-ordination.

12. Sector Skills Councils (SSCs) are still relatively new. There is some anxiety in the sector that they may impose additional requirements. Some institutions were concerned that the new quality assurance arrangements for health, being drawn up by Skills for Health, might be unnecessarily burdensome. The new body with responsibility for SSCs, the UK Commission for Employment and Skills, is encouraged to work with HEFCE, QAA and others to adopt a ‘light-touch’ approach.

13. Employer engagement is not yet seen as an area that has many review requirements, although the quality assurance issues raised are being considered by the HEFCE task group on employer engagement.

14. The Office for Standards in Education, Children’s Services and Skills (Ofsted) inspection requirements for initial teacher training provision were perceived as particularly burdensome, but QAFRG welcomed a recent consultation from Ofsted proposing that inspections should be proportionate to risk.
15. QAFRG’s overall conclusion is that, in general, all reviews of collaborative provision should:

· take a risk-based and proportionate approach

· avoid undue burden and duplication

· take account of other processes.

Recommendations

16. A complete listing of the recommendations is at Annex C. In summary:

a. QAFRG have made several recommendations to QAA to review their approach to audit of collaborative provision. QAA have been asked to consider the following, with due consultation with the sector:

· adopting a more bespoke and evidently risk-based approach to audits of collaborative provision, taking HEIs’ own risk management processes into account

· ensuring definitions of ‘large and complex’ and ‘collaborative provision’ are clear

· taking information from other organisations such as PSRBs, and the outcomes of their processes, into account where possible and appropriate

· streamlining information requirements for institutional audit and CPA

· ensuring that requirements for institutional audit and IQER do not overlap

· linking home and overseas audits more clearly

· ensuring students are effectively and appropriately engaged with the process.

The proposed tripartite model could be a good starting point for development of the above recommendations.

b. To reflect and acknowledge the increasing growth (and hence risk) of collaborative delivery, HEFCE may also need to consider how it might support HEIs in identifying and addressing any risks posed by these activities.

c. HEIs should ensure that the information about their collaborative partnerships is up to date and is shared with QAA. 
d. All those involved in reviewing collaborative provision in HEIs, including QAA, PSRBs and SSCs, should ensure they adhere to the ‘low burden’ principles of the Higher Education Regulation Review Group Concordat and share information as far as possible. QAFRG welcomes all efforts made to secure greater co-ordination between these bodies.

Action required

17. The sponsoring bodies fully endorse the recommendations and will be discussing the revisions to the audit method with QAA. The sector will be consulted further on how a risk-based approach to audit might best be taken forward.

18. Institutions should be aware of the proposed changes to audits of collaborative provision and be prepared to engage in discussion with QAA over the level of scrutiny they should receive.
The Quality Assurance Framework and review process
19. HEFCE has a statutory duty to secure provision for assessing the quality of education provided by the institutions that it funds, under the terms of the Further and Higher Education Act 1992. It discharges this duty by contracting with the Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education (QAA) to undertake audits and reviews of English higher education (HE) on HEFCE’s behalf. 
20. Between 1997 and 2001, QAA conducted two separate review processes in English HEIs: one covering institutional management of quality, the other the quality of teaching and the standards of awards at subject level. The outcomes of these generally demonstrated high quality and standards across the sector. In 2001, following an announcement by the Secretary of State that the burden of HE quality assurance should be reduced, the Council agreed with the sector representative bodies, Universities UK and GuildHE (then the Standing Conference of Principals), the Department for Education and Skills (DfES) and QAA to move to a revised quality assurance framework (QAF) for England. The QAF comprises:
· institutional audits by QAA
· collaborative provision audits (CPAs), to supplement institutional audits for those higher education institutions (HEIs) with large or complex collaborative provision

· the publication of information about quality and standards, to help potential students (and their parents and advisers) make choices about where to study. The information is published on the Teaching Quality Information (TQI) web-site, now re-launched as Unistats
. This includes the results of the National Student Survey (NSS). 

21. These arrangements are underpinned by the Academic Infrastructure, developed by QAA on behalf of the sector. This provides national reference points regarding the standards of qualifications: programme specifications, qualifications frameworks, subject benchmark statements and QAA’s Code of Practice for the assurance of academic quality and standards in higher education.

22. The revised QAF is informed by the following principles:

a. Recognition that it is primarily the responsibility of each HEI to: operate robust internal mechanisms for setting, maintaining and reviewing quality and standards; generate information about its quality and standards; and publish the key parts of that information.

b. Meeting public information needs, so that stakeholders and, above all, students can obtain up-to-date, consistent and reliable information about the quality and standards of teaching and learning at different HEIs and in different subjects.

c. Lightness of touch, to reduce the burden on HEIs to the minimum consistent with proper accountability and meeting information needs, and thus to secure the greatest value from the resources used.

23. The revised quality assurance processes were implemented through a transitional cycle between 2002 and 2005, during which time each HEI received one or more ‘developmental engagements’ and an institutional audit. 

24. Institutional audit also included consideration of HEIs’ collaborative arrangements, but, as the audit process involves intense activity over a short period of time, it was not always possible to give proper attention to collaborative provision in those institutions with large or complex provision, often involving multiple partners. QAA therefore developed CPA for this purpose. CPAs were carried out as a separate exercise at the end of the three-year transitional period 2004-05 to 2006-07. 
25. The Better Regulation Task Force (BRTF) recommended in its 2002 report on regulation in higher education
 that the impact of the revised QAF should be evaluated two years after implementation. In response, the Better Regulation Review Group, itself established following a BRTF recommendation, commissioned HEFCE, Universities UK (UUK) and GuildHE, as joint sponsors of the QAF, to undertake a review of the transitional cycle of the QAF in 2004. The aim of the review was to identify the impacts, benefits and costs of the QAF and suggest improvements that could be made beyond the transitional cycle. The sponsoring bodies established the QAF Review Group (QAFRG). QAFRG’s terms of reference and membership are set out at Annexes A and B. 

26. Since the revised QAF was implemented in stages, the review has taken place in phases. In phase one, the review group focused on QAA institutional audit during the transitional cycle, in order to recommend improvements for the next cycle of audits. The outcomes were published in ‘Review of the Quality Assurance Framework: phase one outcomes’ (HEFCE 2005/35). As a result of this work, revisions were made to the institutional audit process to make it more streamlined and cost-effective. In particular, ‘discipline audit trails’ were not found to be of sufficient benefit to justify the additional burden on institutions and were removed. This resulted in a method that was less burdensome for institutions but still provided rigorous and robust quality assurance to enable HEFCE to meet its statutory responsibilities.
27. Phase two considered TQI and the NSS and the extent to which they were providing useful information about institutional quality assurance processes and quality enhancement. The outcomes of phase two were published in ‘Review of the Quality Assurance Framework: phase two outcomes’ (HEFCE 2006/45). QAFRG’s recommendations from this phase resulted in significant changes to the TQI web-site, now relaunched as Unistats. Quantitative information was also simplified and clarified to make it much more accessible for the intended user. Most of the qualitative information, which was burdensome for institutions to produce and of little value to site users, was removed, with the expectation that appropriate information would be published on HEIs’ own web-sites.
28. In the final phase of work, reported in this document, QAFRG sought to ascertain the costs, benefits and impacts of reviews of collaborative provision and how these relate to the risks associated with that provision.
QAF review phase three – impacts of reviews of collaborative provision
Approach to the review

29. QAA defines collaborative provision as ‘educational provision leading to an award, or to specific credit towards an award, of an awarding institution delivered and/or supported and/or assessed through an arrangement with a partner organisation.’
 
30. QAFRG took this as the starting point for its review and agreed that the main focus should be on QAA audit of collaborative provision. However, the group considered that other relationships in which HEIs were involved had the potential to have an impact on or duplicate QAA requirements; accordingly, the scope of the research was broadened to consider these. For the purposes of the research, ‘collaborative arrangements’ included but were not limited to the following partner organisations:
a. HEI validation and/or franchise arrangements with further education colleges (FECs). Where provision is funded by HEFCE, the HEI’s responsibilities under these arrangements are reviewed in institutional audit and collaborative provision audit. 
b. Arrangements between two or more HEIs, e.g. validation, joint teaching, joint awards etc.

c. Arrangements between HEIs and professional, statutory and regulatory bodies (PSRBs) such as the General Medical Council and the Engineering Council UK. Many PSRBs also have their own accreditation and quality assurance requirements which HEIs must fulfil if they wish their programmes to have credibility in relevant professions. One aim of the research was to determine whether these requirements duplicate each other, or are in conflict, and how they affect HEIs. 
d. Arrangements between HEIs and employers, including work-based learning (for the purposes of the research, this was defined as learning which is derived from experience in the workplace and which is integral to an HE programme). 
e. Collaboration between HEIs and private providers in the UK, including independent further and higher education institutions – an area which is growing rapidly, which is significant and where there are potential risks.

f. Sector Skills Councils (SSCs), e.g. Skills for Health.

31. A review of collaborative provision is timely as it is currently a growth area in English HE, but its greater complexity means that it is potentially of relatively higher risk than ‘mainstream’ delivery. Section 2 of QAA’s Code of Practice notes that: ‘The assurance of quality and standards in collaborative arrangements… creates particular challenges for awarding institutions in the management of potential risks associated with the complexity of such arrangements.’ Such risk may be:
· reputational – an institution’s ‘brand’ and credibility may be at risk when its programmes are delivered by other partners

· financial – setting up and maintaining partnerships incurs costs, and there is also a risk that the partnership will not recruit sufficient students to cover the costs of either partner
· spatial – increased physical distance between partners may make monitoring and relationship-building more difficult

· cultural – the delivery partner may not share the HEI’s values.

Problems in any of these areas may affect the quality of the provision and hence the interests of students, which is the main concern for QAFRG. 
32. Arrangements for the review and audit of collaborative provision need to be adequate for the purposes of assuring quality and standards of provision, thus protecting the interests of both students and HEIs. Some risks may however be outside the scope of the QAF – financial risks, for example, are of course an issue for the HEI and its partners and for funding bodies, but will only be considered as part of a review or audit if they directly affect quality and standards.

33. New partnerships or innovative working arrangements may also present more risk to quality and standards, and hence student interests, than an existing process. QAFRG would not wish to see innovation considered as high risk per se, but recognises that in any new arrangement, institutions will need to ensure that arrangements are in place to protect the quality of the provision and the standards of their awards. 
34. In agreeing the scope for the commissioned research work, the group decided to omit consideration of overseas provision from the research commissioned from consultants. The group recognised the importance of this issue to institutions and considered that, because it is a particularly complex area, it justified a more in-depth study than could reasonably be covered in the commissioned research project. The group was also aware that QAA had commissioned a report into trends in transnational HE from the Observatory on Borderless Higher Education and agreed to draw upon the conclusions of this report, and on other work from QAA, rather than duplicate work.

35. The group discussed whether their research should include consideration of the impact on HEIs of the new method of quality assurance for HE in further education colleges (FECs), Integrated Quality and Enhancement Review (IQER). IQER was piloted by QAA in academic year 2006-07 and the full method became operational in January 2008. It will clearly have an impact on HEI-FEC relationships as HEIs are potentially affected by the results of their partners’ IQERs and may also be involved to some extent in the review process. The pilot year underwent two evaluations, an internal evaluation by QAA and an external one by the HE Consultancy Group, and QAFRG agreed to draw on these reports rather than commission any further work themselves. At this relatively early stage in the development of IQER, the conclusions which can be drawn are necessarily limited.
Research undertaken

36. The group commissioned research to establish:

· the kinds of collaborative engagements in which HEIs are involved and the suitability of the review arrangements to which these are subject (including, and in addition to, QAA audit and collaborative provision audit)

· whether QAA arrangements for CPA are duplicated by any other reviews of collaborative provision, resulting in unnecessary burden and costs to the HEIs

· whether there are any particular benefits to conducting CPA as a separate exercise, compared to its inclusion in a standard institutional audit

· how the different review arrangements relate to the level of risk to the quality of that provision

· whether there are any examples of good practice in institutions’ approaches to collaborative review which could be usefully disseminated to the sector.

37. SQW Consulting was appointed to undertake the work in June 2007. SQW’s research included:

· detailed interviews with institutional staff at a sample of 15 case study HEIs selected as far as possible to be representative of the sector

· an e-survey of all other HEIs across England and Northern Ireland

· two consultation seminars to disseminate and discuss early results, held in November 2007

· interviews with key stakeholders

· desk-based reviews of key documents from QAA and others.
38. SQW’s report, produced in February 2008, has provided the main source of evidence for the discussion in this document. The report is summarised in Annex D and can be viewed in full on the HEFCE web-site, www.hefce.ac.uk, under Publications/Research & evaluation.
39. In preparing this report, QAFRG also drew upon the following other sources of information:
· the evaluations carried out by QAA and by the HE Consultancy Group of the pilot year of IQER. These are available on the QAA web-site, www.qaa.ac.uk under Reviews & reports/Integrated quality and enhancement review: England
· a report on trends in transnational HE from the Observatory on Borderless Higher Education. QAFRG was very grateful to have sight of this report, which was commissioned by QAA
· findings from HEFCE’s quality assurance task group on employer engagement.
Key findings
QAA reviews of collaborative provision (CPA, institutional audit and IQER)
Benefits of reviews

40. It is important to remember the benefits of QAA review to the sector, students, the funding bodies and the public, in that it:

· protects public funding and interests, by ensuring that publicly funded HE is all at least of satisfactory quality

· assures students that the programmes they study are robust

· provides independent and well-regulated scrutiny, while protecting the autonomous nature of institutions

· maintains public confidence in HE

· promotes the publication of information about HE

· helps to maintain the reputation of English HE in a national and international context.

41. Both the SQW research and QAA’s own evaluations found that HEIs perceived several benefits of audits of collaborative provision, whether they were conducted separately or included in an institutional audit. The greatest benefits were in publicly enhancing reputation and in validation of standards, with quality enhancement also recognised as a benefit, though less strongly. These benefits replicated those found for IQER, which was perceived as an important independent mechanism for reviewing FECs’ policies and procedures.

42. Specific benefits of audits of collaborative provision included:

· opportunities to reflect on the management of provision, to confirm the rationale for providing it and to ensure procedures were in order
· raising the profile of learning and teaching activity, particularly in a research-intensive institution
· strengthening of internal and external relationships
· providing reassurance and credibility to the external world, and enhancing and maintaining reputation
· dissemination of good practice.
43. HEIs’ collaborative partners (mostly other HEIs and FECs) reported similar benefits. In addition, partners found that inclusion in reviews raised their confidence that the provision they were delivering stood up to external scrutiny. It also raised their status with their HEI partners.

44. QAFRG particularly noted SQW’s finding that the preparation for the review was perceived to be more beneficial to the institution than the review itself. SQW found that the benefits ‘come from the reflection on existing practice and existing systems done internally, and prior to the audit, and do not result from external input’.

Costs, burden and proportionality
45. The research found that the ‘opportunity costs’ of preparing and undergoing review, particularly in terms of staff time, were significant, with many staff being diverted from their primary roles. CPA in particular was seen to be a highly resource-intensive exercise, requiring significant involvement from senior management and briefings for partners. A certain amount of this might be perceived as unnecessary ‘gold plating’, although it is understandable that institutions wish to perform as well as possible in publicly reported audits. Staff did not always consider the benefits of the feedback and recommendations to be proportionate to the burden involved.
46. Only a few of the case study HEIs in the research were able to identify direct costs for audits of collaborative provision, so it is not possible to calculate an average cost across the sector. Costs for undergoing a separate CPA were, not surprisingly, higher than those for review of collaborative provision as part of a wider audit. For separate CPAs, there was a wide range in costs to HEIs, from £20,000 to £192,000 (collaborative partners will obviously incur further costs themselves). The amount depended to a considerable extent on the complexity of the collaborative arrangements, although the overall size of provision was also a factor. In the case of institutional audit, SQW found that the collaborative element accounted for between 5 per cent and 15 per cent of the total review costs.
47. Some respondents commented that reviews of collaborative provision should no longer give high priority to HEI-FEC relationships, perhaps because these are generally well-established and perceived as lower risk. They felt the reviews should instead form a broader view of an institution’s overall collaborative provision, encompassing other relationships such as those with PSRBs, SSCs, private providers and employers. Some case study HEIs considered that auditors did not have a good understanding about an institution’s own local context.

48. HEIs that participated in the IQER pilot generally found the cost-benefit balance to be acceptable.
49. HEIs’ views obtained through the research were mixed on whether or not QAA activity was proportionate to the perceived risks to quality of collaborative provision – senior institutional managers tended to think that activity was not proportionate whereas academic staff felt that it was, in terms of the benefits received. Most respondents felt that QAA activity fully addressed risks to quality, but only partially addressed risks to reputation and did not address financial risk. However, it could be argued that addressing these risks is not the aim of QAA audits. 
50. Assessing financial and strategic risks to HEIs is part of HEFCE’s role. However, although new mergers and partnerships may be flagged up as a key risk, an HEI’s collaborative arrangements are not routinely considered as part of HEFCE’s risk assessment procedures. This is a growing area which is of inherently greater risk, so HEFCE may wish to consider reviewing this.

Recommendation 1: HEFCE should consider how it could work with HEIs in identifying and addressing the strategic and financial risks posed by collaborative activities. 

51. Some respondents, particularly the case study HEIs, did not consider that QAA review methods and processes demonstrated a risk-based approach, and suggested that the notion of a ‘continuum of risk’ should be developed, with the level of scrutiny being in proportion to the risk to teaching quality and standards of provision. 
52.  QAFRG considers that risk may be differentiated in principle according to context, e.g. the number and type of partners in a collaboration, the geographical location of delivery or the length of time the partnership has been established. An institution’s own approach to assessing and managing the risks associated with collaborative provision should therefore form part of any QAA assessment of risk – large and complex provision in an HEI which is skilled in risk management may be a lesser risk than a relatively simple collaboration in an institution with less experience of managing collaborative provision.

Recommendation 2: QAA should consult the sector further on how institutions might best demonstrate a risk-based approach to their management of collaborative provision, which could be assessed in audit. HEIs may also welcome more sophisticated guidance on risk in relation to collaborative provision to assist them in their own risk assessments and risk management processes.
Duplication

53. HEI respondents in the SQW research perceived that there was often significant duplication of information and processes between institutional audit and CPA. Respondents commented that this was partly due to the need to provide the same information in different formats. QAFRG notes that the duplication may be a consequence of separate CPAs being undertaken much later than the main institutional audits (requiring information to be updated) and by different teams (who will therefore need the same information that was given to the audit team). 
Recommendation 3: To reduce the amount of paperwork required from reviews, QAA should link the information needs for institutional audit and audit of collaborative provision more closely, such that the same basic documentation can be used for both processes, reducing duplication.

54. Institutional audit and CPA consider how the HEI is discharging its responsibilities with regard to the quality and standards of the provision delivered in the partner organisation, while IQER focuses on the college partner’s specific responsibilities in delivering that provision. There was some concern from institutions that IQER requirements might duplicate those of audits of collaborative provision in HEIs. QAFRG is aware that QAA has worked hard to ensure there is little overlap between the processes. QAA intends to reduce the burden by using evidence from IQER in CPA where appropriate and vice versa.

Recommendation 4: In any new arrangements for the audit of collaborative provision, QAA should take steps to ensure that requirements do not duplicate those of IQER, including, where appropriate, using evidence from IQER in CPA.

Separate reviews of collaborative provision

55. Institutions were asked whether there were particular benefits to carrying out a separate CPA for large and complex provision. Views on this were mixed. Separate CPAs were perceived as much more effective for reviewing collaborative provision than an ordinary audit, and the detailed engagement allowed for better coverage of the range and diversity of collaborative arrangements. It also provided more opportunity for internal leverage in raising the profile of collaborative provision within an HEI. It was acknowledged that a separate exercise was probably necessary in large and complex provision, and proportionate to the greater risk that this presented. However, the criteria for defining ‘large and complex provision’ were considered to be unclear, and sometimes the level of scrutiny was perceived as being too high for what was a relatively small proportion of the HEI’s provision. A separate exercise also risked a lack of coherence with other institutional quality assurance processes.

56. There were mixed views as to the timing of separate CPAs. Some respondents suggested they should take place almost immediately after an institutional audit; others wanted a longer gap.

57. There was a stronger view that there should be a more ‘bespoke’ approach to reviews of collaborative provision, with an institution’s individual circumstances being taken into account and care taken not to duplicate information and procedures used for institutional audit.
QAA reviews of overseas provision

58. QAA conducts overseas audits ‘to ensure that the quality and standards offered to students in UK institutions are equally available in the programmes available overseas’
. QAA overseas audit is funded by institutional subscribers. The group notes that where arrangements for institutional audit embrace collaborative provision, this includes provision both in the UK and overseas. Where a separate CPA is carried out, it considers an institution’s arrangements as a whole for the oversight of collaborative provision. 
59. Although overseas audit is one of the services offered to its subscribing institutions, for logistical reasons QAA considers provision on a country-by-country basis, rather than by looking at all the overseas activities of individual institutions. The agency has undertaken a separate series of overseas audits to provide information on the way in which individual UK institutions are maintaining academic standards and the quality of education in their partnerships in particular countries. The reports on individual audits are then used in the preparation of overview reports on the collaborative arrangements for the management of standards and quality of UK HE provision in selected countries. 
60. This separation means that some aspects of overseas provision can be disengaged, for quality assurance purposes, from the rest of the institution’s provision and are not formally identified as part of the QAF. QAFRG is concerned at this because the QAF should address the quality and standards of awards offered by UK HEIs wherever and however they are delivered. In addition, if overseas provision is not reviewed in the same way as provision in England, there may be issues of equity and comparability, although QAFRG recognises that the local requirements of different countries may require a more tailored approach. HEIs themselves do not necessarily operate different internal quality assurance processes for their overseas partnerships. Taking an institution-based approach to reviews of overseas provision would mean that reviewers could gain a better picture of an HEI’s collaborative provision as a whole.
61. There are clear risks to reputation and quality in transnational delivery due to the potentially large social, cultural and geographical divides. For this reason, notwithstanding the comments in paragraph 42, some institutions in the SQW study considered that these arrangements may need to be subject to a separate QAA review process. 
62. The Observatory on Borderless Higher Education report notes that host countries may of course have their own additional requirements for HE which foreign providers may be expected to meet. The growing number of providers in the transnational market, which is becoming increasingly regulated and competitive, is a further challenge. 
63. In its recommendations, the SQW report notes a strong sector view that changes to the overseas audit method should be made alongside revisions to audits of collaborative provision in the UK. QAA is considering a new approach to the quality assurance of transnational education for UK HEIs, with a view to its possible replacement in due course by an approach which gives greater coverage of the full range of institutions’ overseas activities. QAFRG would welcome a fuller discussion and consultation between QAA and HEIs in this area, which should include the relationship with institutional audit. 
Recommendation 5: QAA should review the external quality assurance of institutions’ overseas collaborative activities with a view to linking more evidently to institutional audit. Any such review should recognise that this provision is likely to be inherently higher risk.
Possible approach – the tripartite model

64. QAA has proposed a possible approach to audits of collaborative provision in the future, which has been discussed with QAFRG. UUK and GuildHE have also consulted their members on the proposals. QAA suggests a tripartite approach to audits of collaborative provision as follows:
a. For large and complex institutions with substantial collaborative provision (approximately 10 institutions), a process of collaborative provision audit could be developed as a supplementary procedure to the regular institutional audit described in the existing ‘Handbook for institutional audit 2006: England and Northern Ireland’
. This would build on the previous CPA process, the feedback received from teams and institutions, and the experience of QAA. 
b. For large institutions with complex collaborative arrangements (approximately 30) a ‘hybrid’ model would be developed. The collaborative provision would be audited as part of the institutional audit, but with between one and three partner link visits, taking place between the briefing and audit visits. These visits would enable the team to understand more clearly how the collaborative provision is managed and would enable the team to focus on the management of such arrangements.

c. For all other institutions with collaborative provision, the normal audit process would be applied, with collaborative provision featuring in the process as required.

65. Initial responses from the sector to these proposals have been positive, but institutions have requested more guidance as to how the thresholds for each type will be agreed, and how partners will be selected for link visits. 
66. QAFRG considers that the approach is sensible and has endorsed it for the present round of audit, but further developments should take the recommendations of this report into account, in particular the suggestions for a more evidently risk-based approach. The depth of scrutiny should, as far as possible, be in proportion to the risks to quality imposed by the various partnerships. The proposed tripartite model could be a basis for this approach, but criteria need to be developed to identify to which type of scrutiny an institution will be subject, and what the methodology will comprise. 
Recommendation 6: QAA should in future adopt a more tailored approach to reviews of collaborative provision that takes more account of the individual institution’s diverse partnership links and their respective risks, and of the institution’s own approach to risk management in this area, while still enabling comparability between institutions. 
Recommendation 7: QAA should consider whether more guidance on what constitutes ‘large and complex’ provision is necessary. 
67. The SQW study found that student stakeholders had strongly emphasised the need for more effective student engagement in review processes. HEFCE is currently working with other organisations, including UUK, GuildHE and QAA, to consider how students might be better engaged with the management of higher education. QAFRG also notes QAA’s ongoing work to involve students more closely with audit activity, initially by including them as observers on audit teams. Given that students’ interests are at the heart of the quality assurance process, QAFRG welcomes this development.

Recommendation 8: To promote students’ interests, QAA should consider how any revised review processes might engage effectively with students involved in collaborative provision, taking into account any results from the HEFCE-led project on student engagement.

Good practice

68. The SQW report cites many examples of good practice emerging from CPA. Some key points are as follows: 

a. Good relationships and joint working between partners, including joint staff development activities, are key to a positive audit experience and outcome. This was also evident in QAA’s own evaluations. 
b. Clear guidance and briefings for staff are also important. Some institutions carried out ‘mock’ reviews to become familiar with the process. 
c. In the case of large or complex provision, a dedicated office can be an advantage.
d. Increasingly, HEIs are ensuring that students and staff in partner institutions have the same access to learning resources as those at the HEI.
More information and detailed examples can be found in section 6 of the SQW report.
Quality enhancement

69. The SQW report recommends that any future process should be ‘more developmental and beneficial to quality enhancement and improvements in practice and process’. QAFRG recognises that linking quality enhancement to quality assurance is complex and challenging. Organisations such as the HE Academy, the Council for Validating Universities and Foundation Degree Forward already play an important role in supporting institutions in activity to promote quality enhancement. QAA already works with these organisations, in particular the HE Academy, to ensure that quality assurance procedures can contribute to quality enhancement.

Conclusions with regard to QAA reviews of collaborative provision

70. Having considered the evidence from the SQW work, QAFRG considers that QAA could now aim to take a more specifically risk-based approach to audit of collaborative review, in which the level of scrutiny is in proportion to the risk presented to the quality and standards of the provision by the collaborative arrangement. There is some support from the sector for this, but there is not a clear or consistent view on what a risk-based approach might comprise. This could be addressed by a QAA consultation with the sector, as suggested in Recommendation 2. A more sophisticated approach to assessing the risk to an institution’s provision is required, which provides a clearer context for the institution’s provision, including an analysis of the institution’s own risk management process. HEFCE’s own risk assessment process for HEIs may also need to be revised with a view to specific consideration of institutional collaborations. Some HEIs may require more guidance for their own risk assessment.
71. A further challenge is that, with the impetus towards new types of arrangements and a wider variety of partners (including private providers and non-educational bodies) the definition of ‘collaborative provision’ is itself not entirely clear. A broader typology might facilitate more consistent information requirements and information-sharing between an HEI’s various partners. The next revision of section 2 of QAA’s Code of Practice might be a good opportunity to review how ‘collaborative provision’ is defined. 
Recommendation 9: QAA should reconsider, in consultation with HEFCE and sector representative bodies, the definition of ‘collaborative provision’, perhaps developing a system to enable the collation and publication of more consistent information across the HE sector and to assist with identifying different degrees of risk. The next revision of section 2 of the Code of Practice would be a good opportunity for this.

72. In order to inform any risk-based approach, it will be important that adequate information is available at the outset of a review on the full range of partnerships in which an institution is involved. This is already a relevant precept in section 2 of QAA’s Code of Practice (Precept A4 – ‘An up-to-date and authoritative record of the awarding institution's collaborative partnerships and agents, and a listing of its collaborative programmes operated through those partnerships or agencies, should form part of the institution's publicly available information’). HEIs may wish to consider how to make this valuable information more readily available, perhaps via publication on the institution’s web-site.
Recommendation 10: Institutions should review the information they hold on the range of collaborative partnerships in which they are engaged, and ensure that it is comprehensive, up to date and made available to QAA on request.

Recommendation 11: HEIs should be prepared to share with QAA information about other engagements with which they have been involved, with PSRBs for example. QAA should take account of the outcomes and findings of any other reviews, in order to help it form a fuller picture of the risks these engagements may present to the quality of provision. This will ensure that QAA’s own focus of engagement is directed elsewhere in the institution to be audited, thus reducing burden and duplication.

73. Greater transparency is needed in agreeing clear thresholds for different levels of scrutiny. For the purposes of comparability and equity, it will also be important to adopt common principles in dealing with all collaborative provision, whether home-based or overseas.

PSRBs, SSCs and employers
74. Many HEIs have relationships with a number of different PSRBs, which in turn vary greatly in their requirements of the HEI. Rather than being co-deliverers of provision, PSRBs tend to offer accreditation or professional recognition to HEIs. They were included in the SQW research because QAFRG considered that their requirements had the potential to overlap with those of QAA. 

75. SSCs are relatively new to the HE sector and so a smaller proportion of respondents to the SQW research were involved in collaboration with SSCs. However, this is an area of potential growth and change in the next few years and so it will be important to monitor the implications for quality assurance. From April 2008, a new body, the UK Commission for Employment and Skills, will have overall responsibility for SSCs. QAFRG encourages SSCs to work alongside QAA to ensure that QAA is encompassing, so far as possible, their quality assurance needs within the QAF.
76. Employers do not tend to be directly involved in academic quality assurance, so the research did not reveal any particular benefits or concerns in this area. As employers become more fully engaged with the quality and standards of HE provision, it will be important for their perspective to be integrated into the QAA framework. HEFCE’s quality assurance task group on employer engagement, also supported by SQW, is currently examining the extent to which quality assurance systems may present a barrier to provision that is primarily developed in response to employer needs. The group has yet to make its final report but its interim findings have indicated that some further work may be necessary to support the quality assurance of employer-responsive learning provision. This might include: 

· exploring how best to engage employers and ensure that they understand what HEIs offer
· piloting revised quality assurance approaches, and disseminating good practice guides and case studies (perhaps through QAA) 
· looking at how to ensure a better fit between ‘traditional’ HE quality assurance processes and employer-led approaches 
· developing work with employers and SSCs – ensuring that the distinctions between training and HE-level provision leading to credit are understood.
Benefits
77. The benefits of PSRB reviews can include valued professional recognition and a licence to practise, as well as further evidence of the good quality of programmes. The reputation of an institution or programme is enhanced and this in turn aids student recruitment and employment after graduation. So for HEIs, PSRBs play a vital and valued role. 
Costs, burden and proportionality

78. The amount of work required in engaging with PSRBs varies greatly between organisations. However the sheer number and range of PSRBs means that review requirements vary greatly and this presents a major challenge to HEIs. PSRBs also tend to be unwilling to use reports produced for other bodies. Respondents to the SQW survey said that they would welcome greater co-ordination and similar sets of criteria across PSRBs, and between PSRBs and QAA. In particular, PSRBs should use QAA audit findings as evidence in their own reviews. The Higher Education Regulation Review Group (HERRG), the independent regulation review or ‘gatekeeper’ group for higher education in England, has been taking forward work in this area but it is recognised that there is still some way to go.
Recommendation 12: In accordance with the principles of better regulation, greater co-ordination between PSRBs in developing similar sets of criteria for their review requirements will be important in avoiding excessive burden and duplication. PSRBs should be encouraged to ensure their activities are as streamlined as possible and do not duplicate the work of QAA or other bodies.
79. Institutions perceived the review requirements of professions allied to health as placing particularly heavy demands on staff. The previous quality assurance method for NHS-funded provision, Major Review of Health (carried out by QAA between 2003 and 2006), was remarked upon as having been particularly burdensome. There was concern about the new quality assurance method which is currently being developed under the aegis of Skills for Health, the SSC for healthcare; the proposals were not thought to be addressing the ‘lighter-touch’ agenda. In smaller institutions in particular, the burden on senior management could be disproportionately heavy. Both the Department of Health and Skills for Health are, however, signatories to the HERRG Concordat.

Recommendation 13: QAFRG would encourage the Department of Health to ensure that the relevant commissioners and regulatory bodies take the requirements of the HERRG Concordat fully into account in the development of the new method for quality assurance of health provision. 
80. Some PSRBs expressed an interest in signing Memoranda of Understanding with QAA in an effort to co-ordinate information requirements.
Recommendation 14: QAA should continue to progress the work undertaken as part of the HERRG Concordat in streamlining the information requirements for reviews of HEIs by different organisations. As part of this, QAA may wish to consider signing Memoranda of Understanding with those PSRBs that have expressed an interest in doing so. 

Duplication

81. In general, PSRB requirements did not tend to overlap with those of QAA, as PSRBs are more curriculum-focused and engagement normally takes place around the faculty level. QAFRG would like to encourage a clearer focus on the relative interests and responsibilities of the various bodies concerned, to help avoid overlap and duplication.
82. Some HEIs were concerned that burgeoning SSC activity would impose further requirements on HEIs without taking the existing requirements of other organisations into account. There was a potential conflict between SSCs and PSRBs in setting curricular content. Although there is limited evidence of this at the moment, QAFRG is anxious that all the respective organisations should take steps to avoid duplication, recognising that HEIs are autonomous awarding bodies for which an agreed quality assurance system is already in place.
Recommendation 15: QAFRG would welcome a commitment from the new UK Commission for Employment and Skills to join with QAA, HEFCE and sector bodies in promoting positive collaborative arrangements between SSCs and HEIs, and in encouraging SSCs to adopt a ‘light touch’ approach to such working arrangements so that their requirements of HEIs are not unnecessarily burdensome and do not duplicate other requirements. 
Teacher training (Ofsted/Training and Development Agency for Schools)

83. Office for Standards in Education, Children's Services and Skills (Ofsted) inspection of initial teacher training (ITT) is important in terms of validating ITT provision and ensuring a programme’s reputation, but SQW study respondents said it was onerous. HEIs perceived the Ofsted inspection framework as very rigid and commented that inspections were particularly time-consuming for staff, although some thought there had recently been improvements. HEIs did not consider that inspections took a risk-based approach. 
84. ITT requirements tend to be handled by the HEI’s education faculty or equivalent, with little involvement from colleagues concerned with quality assurance or collaboration. HEIs may wish to consider whether quality assurance staff could usefully offer support to colleagues in education faculties.
85. QAFRG notes that Ofsted recently consulted on revisions to the ITT inspection arrangements
 and that one of the proposals was that inspections should be more proportionate to risk. QAFRG welcomes this development which should result in a lessening of the burden on HEIs.

86. QAFRG notes that QAA has recently signed a Memorandum of Understanding with Ofsted. The two organisations aim to work more closely together to reduce unnecessary overlap and duplication in their work. QAFRG warmly welcomes this development.

Private providers
87. QAFRG is aware that collaboration between HEIs and private providers may also present a risk to quality. At the moment, little is known about the scale and scope of these partnerships. However, HEFCE, with advice from QAA, has recently commissioned SQW to carry out a research project into this subject and provide further information. QAFRG considers that HEFCE and QAA should pay particular attention to this developing area.

Conclusions
88. Delivery of HE provision in collaboration with partners is growing in size and importance. A challenge to this review has been establishing what is meant by ‘collaborative provision’ in an area of constant change. Clearly there are many ways in which institutions collaborate with other organisations in order to offer high-quality provision to the student. These organisations and others may in turn have different requirements for assuring the quality of that provision. This provides plenty of opportunity for duplication and excessive burden on an HEI that is involved in several partnerships. 
89. The SQW evidence shows that the HE sector wants a less burdensome approach to the review of collaborative provision, but there is no clear or consistent view as to what a risk-based approach might comprise. This means that no clear conclusion can be drawn as to whether the level of scrutiny is in proportion to the risks to quality, because currently there is no systematic assessment of risk as part of the quality assurance process. A key issue will be the assessment of institutions’ own risk management processes and the extent to which confidence can be placed in them.
90. QAFRG’s overall conclusion is that in general all reviews of collaborative provision should:

· take a risk-based and proportionate approach

· avoid burden and duplication

· take account of other processes.

91. While information requirements of different reviewing bodies do not always overlap, the need to reformat information for different organisations has been identified as a possible problem. Information provided for any review, whether by QAA or any other body, should be fit for purpose and that purpose should be clear and valid. If a consistent approach to information is not possible, then reviewing bodies should be prepared to accept this information in different formats, in order to reduce burden on HEIs. Reviewer bodies should be aware of each others’ processes, and take note of the conclusions and outcomes of these processes when determining the degree of intervention of their own audits – this of course was the proposal behind the original HERRG Concordat. 
92. With regard to QAA audits of collaborative provision, which are the main focus of this work, QAFRG considers that there is scope to take a more risk-based approach than has been the case in the transitional cycle. Careful preparatory work with an HEI should establish to what extent their collaborative arrangements present any risk to the quality of HE, and the audit should be adapted accordingly. The tripartite model proposed by QAA is an appropriate starting point for a revised method. However, separate CPAs should be used only when there is a clear rationale for doing so – in cases where it would not be possible to appropriately address areas of potential risk in the context of institutional audit.

93. Collaborative provision is an area of constant growth and change and the quality assurance requirements need to be able to adapt accordingly. HEFCE, Universities UK, GuildHE and QAA will need to review it regularly to ensure that quality assurance arrangements are still fit for purpose. 
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QAFRG terms of reference
1. To consider the impacts, benefits and costs of the Quality Assurance Framework (QAF) to date, and to make recommendations about any changes that could further improve the QAF in England and Northern Ireland for the ‘steady state’ beyond 2006. The QAF is defined as Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education (QAA) institutional audit and collaborative audit, developmental engagements (in the transitional phase), Teaching Quality Information (TQI) and the National Student Survey (NSS), and the use made by institutions of the academic infrastructure (a set of nationally agreed reference points developed by QAA on behalf of the higher education sector), in particular the Code of Practice for the assurance of academic quality and standards in higher education.

2. To oversee the following strands of the QAF review:

a. Assessing the emerging impact of the transitional phase of audits and developmental engagements, and their effectiveness in securing the public interest in quality and standards. 

b. Assessing the indirect and direct costs of the transitional phase, and projecting costs of the QAF for the ‘steady state’ beyond 2006.
c. Reviewing the wider and changing context within which the QAF operates, to identify any significant implications for the QAF.
d. Assessing how far the revised QAF is providing institutions and the sector as a whole with useful information about institutional quality assurance processes and quality enhancement, by means of TQI and the NSS.
e. Assessing how far the revised QAF is providing students, potential students, employers and others with information about quality and standards (by means of the TQI and NSS) that is reliable, valid, comprehensible, comprehensive, relevant and easily accessible.
f. Reviewing the impacts, benefits, costs and risks of collaborative provision audits.

3. To advise the commissioned consultants in meeting their brief to assess the impacts, effectiveness and costs of the revised QAF to produce evidence for the review.

4. To report to the sponsoring bodies (HEFCE, Universities UK and GuildHE) against each of the main strands and make any recommendations for the development of the QAF, with due regard for the principles of good regulation.
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Summary of recommendations

Recommendation 1: HEFCE should consider how it could work with HEIs in identifying and addressing the strategic and financial risks posed by collaborative activities. 

Recommendation 2: QAA should consult the sector further on how institutions might best demonstrate a risk-based approach to their management of collaborative provision, which could be assessed in audit. HEIs may also welcome more sophisticated guidance on risk in relation to collaborative provision to assist them in their own risk assessments and risk management processes. 

Recommendation 3: To reduce the amount of paperwork required from reviews, QAA should link the information needs for institutional audit and audit of collaborative provision more closely, such that the same basic documentation can be used for both processes, reducing duplication.

Recommendation 4: In any new arrangements for the audit of collaborative provision, QAA should take steps to ensure that requirements do not duplicate those of IQER, including, where appropriate, using evidence from IQER in CPA.
Recommendation 5: QAA should review the external quality assurance of institutions’ overseas collaborative activities with a view to linking more evidently to institutional audit. Any such review should recognise that this provision is likely to be inherently higher risk.

Recommendation 6: QAA should in future adopt a more tailored approach to reviews of collaborative provision that takes more account of the individual institution’s diverse partnership links and their respective risks, and of the institution’s own approach to risk management in this area, while still enabling comparability between institutions. 
Recommendation 7: QAA should consider whether more guidance on what constitutes ‘large and complex’ provision is necessary. 
Recommendation 8: To promote students’ interests, QAA should consider how any revised review processes might engage effectively with students involved in collaborative provision, taking into account any results from the HEFCE-led project on student engagement.

Recommendation 9: QAA should reconsider, in consultation with HEFCE and sector representative bodies, the definition of ‘collaborative provision’, perhaps developing a system to enable the collation and publication of more consistent information across the HE sector and to assist with identifying different degrees of risk. The next revision of section 2 of the Code of Practice would be a good opportunity for this.

Recommendation 10: Institutions should review the information that they hold on the range of collaborative partnerships in which they are engaged, and ensure that it is comprehensive, up to date, and made available to QAA on request.

Recommendation 11: HEIs should be prepared to share with QAA information about other engagements with which they have been involved, with PSRBs for example. QAA should take account of the outcomes and findings of any other reviews, in order to help it form a fuller picture of the risks these engagements may present to the quality of provision. This will ensure that QAA’s own focus of engagement is directed elsewhere in the institution to be audited, thus reducing burden and duplication.

Recommendation 12: In accordance with the principles of better regulation, greater co-ordination between PSRBs in developing similar sets of criteria for their review requirements will be important in avoiding excessive burden and duplication. PSRBs should be encouraged to ensure their activities are as streamlined as possible and do not duplicate the work of QAA or other bodies.

Recommendation 13: QAFRG would encourage the Department of Health to ensure that the relevant commissioners and regulatory bodies take the requirements of the HERRG Concordat fully into account in the development of the new method for quality assurance of health provision. 
Recommendation 14: QAA should continue to progress the work undertaken as part of the HERRG Concordat in streamlining the information requirements for reviews of HEIs by different organisations. As part of this, QAA may wish to consider signing Memoranda of Understanding with those PSRBs that have expressed an interest in doing so. 

Recommendation 15: QAFRG would welcome a commitment from the new UK Commission for Employment and Skills to join with QAA, HEFCE and sector bodies in promoting positive collaborative arrangements between SSCs and HEIs, and in encouraging SSCs to adopt a ‘light touch’ approach to such working arrangements so that their requirements of HEIs are not unnecessarily burdensome and do not duplicate other requirements. 
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Summary of SQW report

Key findings and conclusions

Impacts of review

1. The study by SQW Consulting
 revealed that there are some important positive impacts for higher education institutions (HEIs) in relation to the review processes associated with collaborative provision. The specific and detailed focus on collaborative provision via collaborative provision audit (CPA) has aided institutions in their own strategic and operational reviews of practice and has raised the profile of collaborative activities both within institutions and externally. It has also contributed to strengthening relationships between HEIs and partners (and especially further education partners) which are increasingly based on a genuine dialogue, mutual trust and integrated systems.

2. Partner organisations have also been largely positive about their involvement in review. They have welcomed the opportunity to reflect on their processes and practice, to contribute to preparation and to participate in the review process. Successful outcomes have increased the confidence of partners that the provision they are delivering stands up well to external scrutiny.

3. Negative impacts have largely related to the number and frequency of different review processes and the overall costs associated with these. HEIs highlighted the wide range of reviews – including Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education (QAA) processes and those of other bodies such as professional, statutory and regulatory bodies (PSRBs). While there had been some reduction in the overall burden associated with QAA processes, the transitional phase of the Quality Assurance Framework (QAF) and the plethora of other external reviews had contributed to a feeling in some institutions of being under almost constant scrutiny over the last few years. In a few subject areas, the demise of subject review and discipline audit trails had led to a view that some PSRBs were becoming more demanding in their requirements.

4. Institutions also highlighted the costs in terms of staff time and the overall bureaucracy associated with preparing for a review visit. Opportunity costs were considerable, with many staff being diverted from their primary roles in delivering and developing new provision. Academics, in particular, felt that creativity and innovation suffered as a result. Levels of stress and anxiety amongst staff were also mentioned as significant. Some HEIs raised concerns about the quality and expertise of audit teams, particularly in relation to CPA, and the lack of continuity between institutional audit and CPA.

Benefits of review

5. The major benefits associated with review of collaborative arrangements were related to institutional reputation and recognition of the quality of provision. Reputational benefits were seen as particularly important in relation to CPA. In many instances, PSRB accreditation was seen to bring significant benefits related to professional recognition, the quality of programmes and recruitment of students. For professional subject areas requiring a licence to practise, PSRB recognition was critical to the overall success and reputation of the programme.

6. Review processes were seen to provide fewer benefits related to quality enhancement and the improvement of institutional processes. For many HEIs, their own preparations in advance of the visit addressed these areas more effectively than the audit itself.

Separation of CPA and institutional audit

7. While the balance across the 15 case study HEIs was slightly in favour of a separate CPA for large and/or complex provision, views were more mixed across the sector as a whole, with 33 per cent of the e-survey respondents stating there was no benefit in having a separate process (compared to 29 per cent stating that there were benefits). 
8. The particular benefits of a separate audit were identified as providing a higher and more detailed level of scrutiny for areas of work which were often seen by HEIs and others as inherently more risky. The specific focus on collaborative provision helped to raise the profile of these types of activities and provided an impetus for strategic and operational review within HEIs. It was also felt that a separate process enabled more reliable and informed judgements to be made by audit teams.

9. In contrast, those institutions seeing little or no benefit in having a separate process highlighted the significant repetition and duplication of information and processes, and questioned whether such a process was justified or proportionate. It was felt that the integration of collaborative provision within an institution’s overall approach to quality and standards ensured greater cohesion and consistency across the total range of provision. Seminar participants emphasised that the decision on whether to have a separate CPA should depend more on the particular circumstances of each individual HEI and the type(s) of collaborative provision, implying the need for a more tailored or bespoke approach to review of this area.

Duplication issues

10. Overall, institutions perceived that there was some duplication of the information required for CPA and other review processes. They highlighted the requirement or expectation that information should be provided in a bespoke format for each review process. There was felt to be some inevitable overlap between CPA and institutional audit and particular concerns were raised about the possible future duplication of effort between CPA and the new Integrated Quality and Enhancement Review process. Although there was some duplication with PSRB requirements, this had been reduced with the demise of discipline audit trails within institutional audit. 
11. Institutions recognised and valued the efforts of the Quality Assurance Agency (QAA) for Higher Education to improve the situation and to develop Memoranda of Understanding with other bodies, including some PSRBs. They were critical of the emerging role of some Sector Skills Councils (SSCs) who were setting new requirements and standards, and not always taking full and proper account of existing information.

Risks

12. The major risks associated with collaborative arrangements were identified as reputational and related to the overall quality of provision. Other key risks identified were financial (particularly in relation to working with private organisations and new partners), spatial and cultural. Collaborative provision was felt to be one step further away from the validating institution and therefore relied heavily on building up and maintaining effective links with partners to ensure they were working to the requirements of the HEI. Working with non-educational partners also involved considerable investment of time to ensure they fully understood the higher education environment and the importance of ensuring a high-quality, consistent student experience.

13. Partner organisations had their own perceptions of risk which were primarily financial and strategic. Partners perceived themselves to be vulnerable to possible changes in an HEI’s priorities or strategic objectives which could result in sudden changes of direction and loss of student numbers. To mitigate this, many further education partners, in particular, had made a conscious decision to work with more than one HEI, although this brought the increased demands of working with different processes and arrangements. Partners were much happier engaging with HEIs who were supportive and operated on a basis of genuine partnership both at operational and strategic levels. 
14. Current review methods were not seen to exhibit a risk-based approach or to differentiate between levels of risk. This was particularly the case in relation to financial risk, although institutions also recognised that it was arguable whether quality assurance processes should address this type of risk. Seminar participants and stakeholders also felt that financial risk was not something which either QAA or other external reviewers could or should explore in any detail; this was more properly a matter for HEIs’ own financial and risk management.

15. Overall, most e-survey respondents felt that CPA and institutional audit fully or partially addressed risks to quality. Views were more mixed on reputational risk with a majority feeling that this was only partially addressed by these reviews. Most respondents also felt that financial risk was not really addressed.

Proportionality

16. In most cases, institutions felt that the current level of review activity was too high and not proportionate either to the interests of students or to any perceived risks to the quality of provision. While there was general agreement that collaborative arrangements carried a different level of risk, institutions were investing significant time and resource into ensuring that their own, internal quality assurance processes were robust and effective in building effective working relationships with partners.

17. In the e-survey responses, both CPA and institutional audit were seen to be more proportionate in relation to risks to quality than to other risk areas such as reputational issues or finance. Both processes were also seen to be reasonably proportionate to the interests of students (although CPA was seen to be less effective than institutional audit in this regard).
Costs and burdens

18. There was a wide range of direct institutional costs associated with QAA review of collaborative provision. This was anticipated, because the comprehensive costings work undertaken as part of the QAF Review Group’s work in Phase 1 had also revealed a very wide range of costs for institutional audit. 
19. Information on direct costs was received from seven of the 15 case study HEIs (an eighth institution provided a ballpark figure). With such a small sample of institutions, the report only presents the actual costs returned by these HEIs rather than attempting to provide an overall figure for the higher education sector as a whole.

20. Three institutions in the sample that had not undergone a separate CPA provided details of the proportion of their institutional audit costs dedicated to the review of collaborative provision. Institutions estimated that this element had accounted for between 5 per cent and 15 per cent of their total institutional audit costs. In monetary terms, figures ranged from just over £5,000 to £11,250 (including our estimation of 25 per cent for indirect costs).

21. Four institutions which had undergone a separate CPA were able to provide a detailed breakdown of their direct costs. As expected, costs for undergoing a separate audit of collaborative provision were higher, although there was a wide variation across the four institutions in our sample. Again, taking into account our estimation of 25 per cent for indirect costs, the figures for CPA ranged from just over £20,000 to £191,925.

22. Notwithstanding the small sample size, the following broad conclusions can be drawn about the costs of review of collaborative provision:

a. As expected, in all cases undergoing a separate CPA incurs additional costs compared to the review of collaborative provision within institutional audit.
b. Staff time is the major factor in costing review of collaborative provision.
c. Complexity of arrangements appears to be a more significant factor than overall size of collaborative provision (although the actual number of partners will have some bearing on costs).
d. While the figures take account of HEI costs in briefing partners, there are obviously further costs, that are not included, borne by the partners.
e. The Phase 1 study estimated that CPA would cost £59,000 per institution (assuming that 37 CPAs would take place at a cost of approximately one-and-a-quarter times that of institutional audit). The average cost for a CPA across our four HEIs is approximately £94,000; given the very small sample size, this figure is purely indicative and should not be treated as robust.

23. To add to the picture, we also asked QAA to provide us with details of its direct costs for undertaking a CPA. The standard unit cost for QAA of a CPA is currently £20,322. This figure includes the direct cost of reviewers, plus travel, subsistence and accommodation. Using this figure, the total direct costs borne by QAA for 30 CPAs is in the order of £609,660. This does not include any allowance for overheads or internal QAA staff costs. If we add a further 25 per cent to the direct costs as a proxy for these indirect costs, we reach a figure of £762,075.

24. The Phase 1 2005 study also identified a number of the most frequently-cited PSRBs from its case study HEIs and asked them to estimate the level of burden associated with particular PSRB review requirements. We decided to test these 2005 ratings with our sample of 15 HEIs, asking them to provide their own, updated assessment of the relative burden for those PSRBs that were relevant to their institution. In addition, we included several other external review processes which were costed separately in 2005 (e.g. Ofsted inspection of initial teacher training, Major Review of Health) and also asked HEIs to list and rate any other major PSRB involvement relevant to their institution. A further addition to the 2005 approach was the inclusion of a column on the relative importance of the particular review method.

25. We found a reasonable degree of consistency with the results from 2005, with some variations in the ratings for particular PSRBs. The relative importance of the processes to individual HEIs have generally been assessed as either high or medium; this reinforces the view that PSRB accreditation is seen to bring real benefits in providing professional recognition of the standards and content of programmes (and a particularly important issue for those professional areas requiring a licence to practise). At the same time, the responses illustrate that the perceived burden of a particular process does not necessarily relate directly to its importance to the institution (for example, a number of review processes are given a light burden rating but still seen to be of high or medium importance to the institution). 
Good practice

26. Good practice examples were identified via the case study HEIs, partners and e-survey respondents. Many of these examples related to the building of effective relationships between HEIs and partners at all levels of the institution, including senior management, quality assurance professionals, and academic and institutional link tutors. In many cases, partners played an active role in contributing to an HEI’s own internal quality assurance processes.

27. There were plenty of examples where HEIs and partners had developed an effective dialogue on teaching and learning at higher education level, including a range of staff development activities such as shared conferences, workshops and review days. HEIs were also increasingly making sure that partner staff and collaborative students had access to the range of learning resources available to students at the HEI itself (including virtual learning environments). Partners valued opportunities to come together and learn from the HEI and other partner organisations. Many of the ways in which case study HEIs had prepared their partners for audit were also cited as effective. These included helpful and timely briefing sessions, mini-audits and being able to contribute actively to the development of the HEI’s self-evaluation document and arrangements for the review visit. 

Future development of collaborative review

28. There was a general consensus from the higher education sector that review of collaborative provision should become lighter-touch and more risk-based. HEIs would like to see greater streamlining of the information required and more sharing of data across reviewers, where possible. Further efforts were needed to generate greater synergy and dialogue between the higher education sector and the range of external review bodies with which it is engaging. While QAA and HERRG had both made a promising start in this area, further progress was needed.

29. Seminar participants identified the need for the sector to develop a more sophisticated but agreed understanding of the language being used to describe collaborative provision. The broad definition of collaborative provision used in this study was not always recognised or agreed with by some HEIs who tended to view this area as relating primarily to higher education-further education relationships. The growing policy impetus towards working more with employers, SSCs and private organisations also necessitates some re-conceptualisation of what is really meant by collaborative provision and how best to describe it. 

30. Many respondents were interested in the idea of developing a typology and continuum of risk, while also clear about the need to assess the risks of each collaborative relationship individually rather than relying on a stereotypical view that certain types of collaborative provision were inherently more risky. While it was likely that a long-established relationship with another HEI or further education partner would be less risky than a partnership with a private body or an international partner, this would not necessarily always be the case.

31. Some HEIs also identified potential pitfalls associated with a more risk-based approach. These included concerns that there was insufficient capacity within the sector to deal with a more sophisticated and demanding approach to review. Some respondents also asked who would define risk in this context and whether such an approach could perversely lead to greater risk-aversion and less innovation. Shifting to a risk-based approach would also require some significant reworking of the QAA Code of Practice.

Annex E
List of abbreviations
	BRTF
	Better Regulation Task Force (now the Better Regulation Commission)

	CPA
	Collaborative provision audit

	DfES
	Department for Education and Skills

	FEC
	Further education college

	HE
	Higher education

	HEI
	Higher education institution

	HERRG
	Higher Education Regulation Review Group

	IQER
	Integrated Quality and Enhancement Review

	ITT
	Initial teacher training

	NSS
	National Student Survey

	Ofsted
	Office for Standards in Education

	PSRB
	Professional, statutory and regulatory body

	QAA
	Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education

	QAF
	Quality Assurance Framework

	QAFRG
	Quality Assurance Framework Review Group

	SSC
	Sector Skills Council

	TQI
	Teaching Quality Information


� See Annex B for list of members.


� The full SQW Consulting report is available on the HEFCE web-site www.hefce.ac.uk under Publications/Research & evaluation.


� Unistats, www.unistats.com


� The Better Regulation Task Force’s report ‘Higher education: easing the burden’ is available at http://archive.cabinetoffice.gov.uk/brc under Publications/2002.


� QAA, ‘Code of practice for the assurance of academic quality and standards in higher education, Section 2: Collaborative provision, and flexible and distributed learning (including e-learning)’, paragraph 13, available from www.qaa.ac.uk under Academic infrastructure – Code of practice.


� Quote from www.qaa.ac.uk under QAA internationally.


� Available from � HYPERLINK "http://www.qaa.ac.uk" ��www.qaa.ac.uk� under Reviews and reports - Institutional audit: England.


� ‘Inspection of initial teacher training 2008-11 consultation’ can be read at � HYPERLINK "http://www.ofsted.gov.uk" ��www.ofsted.gov.uk� under Publications and research/Consultations.


� The full SQW Consulting report is available on the HEFCE web-site, www.hefce.ac.uk, under Publications/Research & evaluation.
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