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Council Annual Assurance Statement to HEFCE on Academic Quality and Standards  
 

 
Summary 
 
The attached paper is a covering note which it is proposed to submit to the November meeting 
of Council explaining HEFCE’s requirement that the governing bodies of Higher Education 
Institutions (HEIs) should send it an assurance statement on academic quality and standards 
this year by 1st December. The paper also sets out the evidence and processes available to 
Council to reach its annual statement as governing body.  
 
The paper reflects discussion at the Academic Governance Committee on 21st September. 
 
Paper 11.3, from the Director of Student & Academic Services, sets out proposals for developing 
the evidence and processes available to Senate and Council to support the more developed 
assurance statement that HEFCE will require from all HEIs next year.  
 
Senate is invited to consider and to comment on the draft paper.  
 
One required. 
 

 

Recommended Action 

Senate is asked to consider the paper. 
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Council Annual Assurance Statement to HEFCE on Academic Quality and 
Standards  
 
Introduction 
 
This paper gives details of the content of the annual assurance statement that Council is   
required to return to HEFCE this year and of how HEFCE’s requirements will develop for 
2017/18. 
 
The paper also sets out the range of evidence that is currently available to Council as it 
considers the assurance statement that HEFCE is looking for. 
 
Content of the annual assurance statement to HEFCE 
 
HEFCE has asked to receive by 12 noon on 1st December 2016 the following assurance 
statement: 
 

As a governor and on behalf of the governing body, I confirm that for the 2015-16 
academic year and up to the date of signing the return: 

 
• The governing body has received and discussed a report and accompanying action 

plan relating to the continuous improvement of the student academic experience 
and student outcomes. This included evidence from the provider’s own periodic 
review processes, which fully involve students and include embedded external 
peer or professional review. 
 

• The methodologies used as a basis to improve the student academic experience 
and student outcomes are, to the best of our knowledge, robust and appropriate 

 
• The standards of awards for which we are responsible have been appropriately 

set and maintained. 
 

HEFCE has asked that the subsequent submission, due on 1 December 2017 and relating to 
activity during the 2016-17 academic year, will also include the following additional 
assurance statement: 
 

• The governing body has received a report that confirms that the provider 
continues to meet the standards of Part 1 of the European Standards and 
Guidelines (2015). Please note that the full text of the European Standards and 
Guidelines (2015) is attached to this paper as Appendix 1, for information. 
 

HEFCE’s paper on the Revised Operating Model noted in connection with the assurance 
process that the governing body of an HEI ‘should not be drawn into quality management 
activities itself’. But it also notes that a governing body ‘will wish to identify and consider the 
full profile of academic risk, and may wish to use this to guide its data and information 
requirements: for example, in relation to international or other collaborative partnerships, 
students studying at a distance, or new areas of learning and teaching activity’. The paper 
encourages governing bodies to draw on the experience of its student members and to support 
them in their role. 
 
Partial assurance 
 
HEFCE has recognised that some governing bodies may wish to reflect on the approach taken 
to this area and may not be in a position to provide a full set of assurances in December 2016. 
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HEFCE will therefore accept partial assurances, together with an account of the action a 
governing body is taking to reach a position in which it can provide full assurance. Where only 
partial assurance is given, HEFCE will arrange a follow-up discussion with the institution in 
spring 2017 to ensure that it understands the current position and the actions that it plans to 
take. 
 
Given the full range of evidence available to Council, Council is asked to return a full assurance 
statement to HEFCE this year. 
 
Evidence and processes used by the Council to reach its annual statement 
 
Paper Two (attached), which is the annual assurance report from Senate to Council and is 
now in its third year, is one of the key processes that Council currently uses to receive 
assurance about the way in which Senate exercises its delegated authority in relation to 
academic quality and standards. It also provides evidence about quality assurance processes 
at City.  
 
A further paper, in preparation from Student & Academic Services, will give details of work on 
quality and standards at City that is carried out by the Executive under powers delegated to 
the President from Council; and provide the action plan for 2016/17 that HEFCE explicitly 
expects Council to see and approve as part of the annual assurance process. 
 
A further source of written evidence available to Council and its Committees derives from the 
programme of Internal Audits at City. ARC receives regular reports on the internal audit 
programme – and the programme always includes a number of audits relating to academic 
quality and standards. The review of external examiner appointments in 2015/16 gave 
substantial assurance about the appointment process (but noted that some external 
examiners submitted reports late and that some Boards of Studies had not formally agreed 
responses to reports from external examiners).The programme for 2016/17 will include audits 
on: the Student Voice; the Annual Programme Evaluations and Periodic Reviews; and the 
Oversight of Accreditation and Professional and Statutory Review Bodies. 
 
The evidence and processes available to the Council to assure itself about ‘the student 
academic experience and the integrity of the standard of awards’ extend well beyond the 
attached papers and the available internal audit reports: 
 

• Four executive members of Council are ex-officio members of Senate.  
 

• The Student Union President is a member of Council and also a member of Senate. 
 

• Council receives minutes of all Senate meetings and some of the papers presented to 
Senate are also sent to Council for information (details are given the attached report 
from Senate to Council).  
 

• This year lay members of Council have taken it in turn to attend meetings of Senate 
as observers.  
 

• Meetings have also taken place this year between the Chair and Deputy Chair of 
Council, together with the Vice-Chancellor with groups of students and staff each term, 
at which a wide range of issues, including aspects of the student academic experience, 
have been discussed. 
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Looking to the future, proposals will be developed for further improving City’s assurance 
processes. These will ensure that by November 2017, Council is well placed to provide the 
assurance that will then be required that City meets the requirements of  Part 1 of the European 
Standards and Guidelines (2015), the text of which is attached to this paper at Appendix 1.  
 
Improving assurance processes at City 
 
There are a number of initiatives underway or in prospect which will improve academic 
governance at City. Notably, the Governance Team and Student & Academic Services will be 
working jointly together on improving the effectiveness of Senate and its subcommittees in 
2016/17, drawing on earlier work carried out in 2014/15 which was put on hold pending the 
outcome of the HEFCE Review of Quality Assessment. There may also be recommendations 
on the effectiveness of academic governance at City that stem from the Independent Review 
of Council and its Committees which will take place during the Autumn Term 2016. 
 
Other developments in government policy, as proposals in the White Paper are fleshed out, 
may also impact in 2016/17 on assurance of quality at HEIs. If so, those developments will 
need to be taken into account in the development of assurance processes at City. 
 
It may, additionally, be possible to improve reporting mechanisms and City to improve the 
robustness of assurance mechanisms. It may for example be possible to improve the quality 
of papers and reports to Senate. Comments about what in which the current report can be 
improved would also be very welcome. 

 
Finally, it may also be helpful for Council to consider on an annual basis the ‘profile of 
academic risk’ at City and how it is being managed; and to consider whether responsibility 
should remain wholly with Senate (as at present, reflecting the delegation of authority to 
Senate for academic quality and standards) and actively taken forward in that forum, or 
whether there is also a role for its Audit and Risk Committee to play in the management of 
that risk (given its responsibility to give an opinion to Council annually, on the adequacy and 
effectiveness of the Executive’s arrangements for risk management). 
 
Conclusion 
 
Against this background, Council is asked to  
 

i. agree that a full assurance statement should be signed off and sent to HEFCE this 
year 
 

ii. note that additional processes will be developed to support the additional assurance 
statement required for 2017 and brought to Council for discussion in [Spring/Summer 
2017]. 
 

iii. consider the options set out above for improving the academic assurance process at 
City. 
 
 

Dr William Jordan 
College Secretary 
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Appendix 1 
 

The text of the European Standards and Guidelines (2015) Part 1 
 
Standards and guidelines for internal quality assurance 
 
1.1 Policy for quality assurance  
 
Standard:  
 
Institutions should have a policy for quality assurance that is made public and forms 
part of their strategic management. Internal stakeholders should develop and 
implement this policy through appropriate structures and processes, while involving 
external stakeholders.  
 
Guidelines:  
 
Policies and processes are the main pillars of a coherent institutional quality assurance 
system that forms a cycle for continuous improvement and contributes to the accountability 
of the institution. It supports the development of quality culture in which all internal 
stakeholders assume responsibility for quality and engage in quality assurance at all levels 
of the institution. In order to facilitate this, the policy has a formal status and is publicly 
available.  
 
Quality assurance policies are most effective when they reflect the relationship between 
research and learning & teaching and take account of both the national context in which the 
institution operates, the institutional context and its strategic approach. Such a policy 
supports  

 the  orga nis a tion of the  qua lity a s s ura nce  s ys tem;  
 de pa rtments , s chools , fa cultie s  a nd othe r orga nis a tiona l units  a s  we ll a s  thos e  of 
institutional leadership, individual staff members and students to take on their 
responsibilities in quality assurance;  
 a ca demic inte grity a nd fre e dom a nd is  vigila nt a ga ins t a ca demic fra ud;  
 gua rding aga ins t intole ra nce  of a ny kind or dis crimina tion aga ins t the  s tude nts  or 
staff;  
 the  involve me nt of e xte rna l s ta ke holde rs  in qua lity a s s ura nce .  

 
The policy translates into practice through a variety of internal quality assurance processes 
that allow participation across the institution. How the policy is implemented, monitored and 
revised is the institution’s decision.  
 
The quality assurance policy also covers any elements of an institution’s activities that are 
subcontracted to or carried out by other parties.  
 
1.2 Design and approval of programmes  
 
Standard:  
 
Institutions should have processes for the design and approval of their programmes. 
The programmes should be designed so that they meet the objectives set for them, 
including the intended learning outcomes. The qualification resulting from a 
programme should be clearly specified and communicated, and refer to the correct 
level of the national qualifications framework for higher education and, consequently, 
to the Framework for Qualifications of the European Higher Education Area.  
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Guidelines: 
 
Study programmes are at the core of the higher education institutions’ teaching mission. 
They provide students with both academic knowledge and skills including those that are 
transferable, which may influence their personal development and may be applied in their 
future careers.  
Programmes  

 a re  de s igne d with ove ra ll progra mme  obje ctive s  tha t a re  in line  with the  
institutional strategy and have explicit intended learning outcomes;  
 a re  de s igne d by involving s tude nts  a nd othe r s ta ke holde rs  in the  work;  
 be ne fit from e xte rna l e xpe rtis e  a nd re fe re nce  points ;  
 re fle ct the  four purpos e s  of highe r e duca tion of the  Council of Europe  (cf. S cope  
and Concepts);  
 a re  de s igne d s o tha t the y e na ble  s mooth s tude nt progre s s ion;  
 de fine  the  e xpe cte d s tude nt workload, e.g. in ECTS;  
 include  we ll-structured placement opportunities where appropriate; (Footnote: 
Placements include traineeships, internships and other periods of the programme 
that are not spent in the institution but that allow the student to gain experience in an 
area related to their studies.  
 a re  s ubje ct to a  forma l ins titutiona l a pprova l proce s s .  

 
1.3 Student-centred learning, teaching and assessment  
 
Standard:  
 
Institutions should ensure that the programmes are delivered in a way that 
encourages students to take an active role in creating the learning process, and that 
the assessment of students reflects this approach.  
 
Guidelines:  
 
Student-centred learning and teaching plays an important role in stimulating students’ 
motivation, self-reflection and engagement in the learning process. This means careful 
consideration of the design and delivery of study programmes and the assessment of 
outcomes.  
 
The implementation of student-centred learning and teaching  

 re s pe cts  a nd a tte nds  to the  dive rs ity of s tude nts  a nd the ir ne e ds , e na bling fle xible  
learning paths;  
 cons ide rs  a nd us e s  diffe re nt mode s  of de live ry, whe re  a ppropria te ;  
 fle xibly us e s  a  va rie ty of pe dagogica l me thods ;  
 re gula rly e va lua te s  a nd a djusts the modes of delivery and pedagogical methods;  
 e ncourage s  a  s e ns e  of a utonomy in the  le a rne r, while  e ns uring a dequa te  guida nce  
and support from the teacher;  
 promote s  mutua l re s pe ct within the  le a rne r-teacher relationship;  
 ha s  a ppropria te  procedures for dealing with students’ complaints.  

 
Considering the importance of assessment for the students’ progression and their future 
careers, quality assurance processes for assessment take into account the following:  

 As s e s s ors  a re  familia r with e xis ting testing and examination methods and receive 
support in developing their own skills in this field;  
 The  crite ria  for a nd me thod of a s s e s s me nt a s  we ll a s  crite ria  for ma rking a re  
published in advance;  
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 The  a s s e s sme nt a llows  s tude nts  to de mons tra te  the extent to which the intended 
learning outcomes have been achieved. Students are given feedback, which, if 
necessary, is linked to advice on the learning process;  
 Whe re  pos s ible , a s s e s s me nt is  ca rrie d out by more  tha n one  e xa mine r;  
 The  regula tions  for assessment take into account mitigating circumstances;  
 As s e s sme nt is  cons is te nt, fa irly a pplie d to a ll s tude nts  a nd ca rrie d out in 
accordance with the stated procedures;  
 A forma l proce dure  for s tude nt a ppe a ls  is  in pla ce .  

 
1.4 Student admission, progression, recognition and certification  
 
Standard:  
 
Institutions should consistently apply pre-defined and published regulations covering 
all phases of the student “life cycle”, e.g. student admission, progression, recognition 
and certification.  
 
Guidelines:  
 
Providing conditions and support that are necessary for students to make progress in their 
academic career is in the best interest of the individual students, programmes, institutions 
and systems. It is vital to have fit-for-purpose admission, recognition and completion 
procedures, particularly when students are mobile within and across higher education 
systems.  
 
It is important that access policies, admission processes and criteria are implemented 
consistently and in a transparent manner. Induction to the institution and the programme is 
provided.  
 
Institutions need to put in place both processes and tools to collect, monitor and act on 
information on student progression.  
 
Fair recognition of higher education qualifications, periods of study and prior learning, 
including the recognition of non-formal and informal learning, are essential components for 
ensuring the students’ progress in their studies, while promoting mobility. Appropriate 
recognition procedures rely on  

 ins titutiona l pra ctice  for re cognition be ing in line  with the  principle s  of the  Lis bon 
Recognition Convention;  
 coope ra tion with othe r ins titutions, quality assurance agencies and the national 
ENIC/NARIC centre with a view to ensuring coherent recognition across the country.  

 
Graduation represents the culmination of the students’ period of study. Students need to 
receive documentation explaining the qualification gained, including achieved learning 
outcomes and the context, level, content and status of the studies that were pursued and 
successfully completed.  
 
1.5 Teaching Staff 
 
Standard:  
 
Institutions should assure themselves of the competence of their teachers. They 
should apply fair and transparent processes for the recruitment and development of 
the staff.  
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Guidelines:  
 
The teacher’s role is essential in creating a high quality student experience and enabling the 
acquisition of knowledge, competences and skills. The diversifying student population and 
stronger focus on learning outcomes require student-centred learning and teaching and the 
role of the teacher is, therefore, also changing (cf. Standard 1.3).  
 
Higher education institutions have primary responsibility for the quality of their staff and for 
providing them with a supportive environment that allows them to carry out their work 
effectively. Such an environment  

 s e ts  up a nd follows  cle a r, tra ns pa re nt a nd fa ir proce s s e s  for s ta ff re cruitme nt a nd 
conditions of employment that recognise the importance of teaching;  
 offe rs  opportunitie s  for a nd promote s  the  professional development of teaching 
staff;  
 e ncourage s  s chola rly a ctivity to s tre ngthe n the  link be twe e n e duca tion and 
research;  
 e ncourage s  innova tion in te a ching me thods  a nd the  us e  of ne w te chnologie s .  

 
1.6 Learning resources and student support  
 
Standard:  
 
Institutions should have appropriate funding for learning and teaching activities and 
ensure that adequate and readily accessible learning resources and student support 
are provided.  
 
Guidelines:  
 
For a good higher education experience, institutions provide a range of resources to assist 
student learning. These vary from physical resources such as libraries, study facilities and IT 
infrastructure to human support in the form of tutors, counsellors and other advisers. The 
role of support services is of particular importance in facilitating the mobility of students 
within and across higher education systems.  
 
The needs of a diverse student population (such as mature, part-time, employed and 
international students as well as students with disabilities), and the shift towards student-
centred learning and flexible modes of learning and teaching, are taken into account when 
allocating, planning and providing the learning resources and student support.  
 
Support activities and facilities may be organised in a variety of ways depending on the 
institutional context. However, the internal quality assurance ensures that all resources are 
fit for purpose, accessible, and that students are informed about the services available to 
them.  
In delivering support services the role of support and administrative staff is crucial and 
therefore they need to be qualified and have opportunities to develop their competences.  
 
1.7 Information management 
 
Standard:  
 
Institutions should ensure that they collect, analyse and use relevant information for 
the effective management of their programmes and other activities.  
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Guidelines:  
 
Reliable data is crucial for informed decision-making and for knowing what is working well 
and what needs attention. Effective processes to collect and analyse information about study 
programmes and other activities feed into the internal quality assurance system.  
The information gathered depends, to some extent, on the type and mission of the 
institution. The following are of interest:  

 Ke y pe rforma nce  indica tors ;  
 P rofile  of the  s tude nt popula tion;  
 S tude nt progre s s ion, s ucce s s  a nd drop-out rates;  
 S tude nts ’ s a tis fa ction with the ir progra mme s ;  
 Le a rning re s ource s  a nd s tude nt s upport a va ila ble ;  
 Ca re e r pa ths  of gra dua te s .  

 
Various methods of collecting information may be used. It is important that students and staff 
are involved in providing and analysing information and planning follow-up activities.  
 
1.8 Public information  
 
Standard:  
 
Institutions should publish information about their activities, including programmes, 
which is clear, accurate, objective, up-to date and readily accessible.  
 
Guidelines:  
 
Information on institutions’ activities is useful for prospective and current students as well as 
for graduates, other stakeholders and the public.  
 
Therefore, institutions provide information about their activities, including the programmes 
they offer and the selection criteria for them, the intended learning outcomes of these 
programmes, the qualifications they award, the teaching, learning and assessment 
procedures used the pass rates and the learning opportunities available to their students as 
well as graduate employment information.  
 
1.9 On-going monitoring and periodic review of programmes  
 
Standard:  
 
Institutions should monitor and periodically review their programmes to ensure that 
they achieve the objectives set for them and respond to the needs of students and 
society. These reviews should lead to continuous improvement of the programme. 
Any action planned or taken as a result should be communicated to all those 
concerned.  
 
Guidelines:  
 
Regular monitoring, review and revision of study programmes aim to ensure that the 
provision remains appropriate and to create a supportive and effective learning environment 
for students.  
 
They include the evaluation of:  

 The  conte nt of the  progra mme  in the light of the latest research in the given 
discipline thus ensuring that the programme is up to date;  
 The  cha nging ne e ds  of s ocie ty;  
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 The  s tude nts ’ workload, progre s s ion a nd comple tion;  
 The  e ffe ctive ne s s  of proce dure s  for a s s e s s me nt of s tude nts;  
 The  s tude nt e xpe cta tions , ne e ds  a nd s a tis fa ction in re la tion to the  programme ;  
 The  le a rning e nvironme nt a nd s upport s e rvice s  a nd the ir fitne s s  for purpos e  for the  
programme.  

 
Programmes are reviewed and revised regularly involving students and other stakeholders. 
The information collected is analysed and the programme is adapted to ensure that it is up-
to-date. Revised programme specifications are published.  
 
1.10 Cyclical external quality assurance  
 
Standard:  
 
Institutions should undergo external quality assurance in line with the ESG on a 
cyclical basis.  
 
Guidelines:  
 
External quality assurance in its various forms can verify the effectiveness of institutions’ 
internal quality assurance, act as a catalyst for improvement and offer the institution new 
perspectives. It will also provide information to assure the institution and the public of the 
quality of the institution’s activities.  
 
Institutions participate in cyclical external quality assurance that takes account, where 
relevant, of the requirements of the legislative framework in which they operate. Therefore, 
depending on the framework, this external quality assurance may take different forms and 
focus at different organisational levels (such as programme, faculty or institution).  
 
Quality assurance is a continuous process that does not end with the external feedback or 
report or its follow-up process within the institution. Therefore, institutions ensure that the 
progress made since the last external quality assurance activity is taken into consideration 
when preparing for the next one. 


