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Item 14 
Senate 14.10.15 

 

Response to HEFCE Consultation on Future Approaches to Quality Assessment and Proposals for a 
Teaching Excellence Framework 

Response to HEFCE Consultation 

At its meeting in July 2015, Senate received are report on the publication of a consultation 
document proposing changes to future approaches for quality assessment by HEFCE on 29 June.  The 
full consultation document is published at http://www.hefce.ac.uk/pubs/year/2015/201511/ and a 
summary of the key proposals can be found in the July Senate paper. 

A small working group of Senate was formed to review the consultation document and develop a 
proposed institutional response to the consultation.  The composition and membership of the group 
was as follows: 

Two members of Senate (one BoS Chair, one elected) Professor Andrew Jones (BoS Chair) 
Professor Susan Blake (elected) 

Student representation from the Students’ Union  Issy Cooke (SU President) 

Two members of Education & Student Committee  Dr Simon Parker 
Maria Dingle 

Two members of Validation and Institutional Partnerships 
Committee  

Professor Steve Stanton 
Dr Russell Gerrard 

Graduate School Committee representation Dr Naomi Hammond 

Assistant Director, Student and Academic Services (coordinator) Alison Edridge 

University Secretary  Dr William Jordan 

 

The proposed response was circulated to Senate and Council for comment and endorsement, and 
input that was received was incorporated in the response.  The final institutional response submitted 
to HEFCE is attached as Appendix 1. 

HEFCE will consider the outcomes of the consultation during autumn 2015 and it is expected that a 
detailed design phase for the future arrangements for quality assessment will be undertaken during 
the winter of 2015/16.  It is expected that pilot activity will follow during 2016/17 and this is likely to 
be with those institutions that were due for review that year under the current system.  HEFCE 
expects that any new arrangements will be implemented in full in 2017/18.  City’s next QAA 
Institutional Review was due in 2017/18 so we are not currently expecting to participate in pilot 
activity in 2016/17. 

Proposals for a Teaching Excellence Framework  

In July 2015, the Universities Minister, Jo Johnson, confirmed the intention to introduce a Teaching 
Excellence Framework (TEF) 1, which had been part of the Conservative Party’s general election 
manifesto. 

                                                           
1 https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/teaching-at-the-heart-of-the-system 

http://www.hefce.ac.uk/pubs/year/2015/201511/
https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/teaching-at-the-heart-of-the-system
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The TEF was not included in the HEFCE consultation on quality assessment as it is a parallel 
development being led by the Department for Business, Innovation and Skills (BIS).  HEFCE has 
indicated that it is working closely with BIS to ensure that the future system for quality assessment 
and the TEF are complementary and that the arrangements overall are proportionate, do not 
introduce duplication or increase unnecessary bureaucracy for institutions.  It is expected, however, 
that there will still be two distinct frameworks. 

BIS will be releasing a Green Paper in autumn 2015, further details of which were foreshadowed in a 
second speech by the Universities Minister to Universities UK in September 2015, and will include 
the proposals for the TEF2.  It is expected that a cyclical, external, independent, peer review will form 
a key part of the TEF.  It has been confirmed that there will be financial incentives associated with 
performance in the TEF, with those institutions offering high quality teaching able to increase 
regulated tuition fees with inflation.  There is also an expectation that the proposals will seek to 
incentivise the tackling of grade inflation through the adoption of a Grade Point Average system 
alongside the honours degree classification system. 

Further details on the proposals will be provided to Senate once the Green Paper has been 
published. 

 

Alison Edridge 
Assistant Director, Student and Academic Services 

September 2015 
 

  

                                                           
2 https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/higher-education-fulfilling-our-potential 
 

https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/higher-education-fulfilling-our-potential
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APPENDIX 1 – Institutional response to HEFCE Consultation on Future approaches to quality 
assessment in England, Wales and Northern Ireland  

 

CONSULTATION QUESTIONS (28 IN TOTAL) 

Please refer to the HEFCE consultation document for access to the explanatory text3  

Principles for a quality assessment system for established providers 

 

Question 1: Do you agree with our proposed principles to underpin the future approach to quality 
assessment in established providers? 

 

Yes, we agree with the proposed underpinning principles. However, we have some concerns about how 
these principles would be operationalised and await with interest more specific details of the future 
system that will be set out in the next stage of consultation.  There are potential risks for the quality of 
higher education if changes in process are not sufficiently designed and resourced before implementation. 
Our concerns based on the level of detail currently available are set out in our responses to the remaining 
questions. 

 

A note on externality 

 

Question 2: Do you agree that our current proposals for the use of meaningful external scrutiny as set out 
in paragraphs 32-34 are sufficient? If you do not agree, please indicate what additional or different 
external scrutiny you propose and provide the reasons for this. 

 

We consider that clarity is required on what is meant by ‘meaningful’ in order to fully assess the proposals 
for externality.  As currently presented, the mechanisms for external scrutiny are potentially piecemeal and 
it is unclear how and where different elements would be monitored in a coherent way.  It is unclear what 
relative weight would be given to each component of externality within the system and to what extent 
oversight would rest with individual institutions or central bodies. 

 

There is a risk that if oversight responsibility is transferred almost entirely to HE institutions and the 
funding body, that business and financial concerns will outweigh depth and width of consideration of 
quality and standards issues. If externality is focussed largely on external examiners, it is difficult to see 
that they will be in a position to comment on more than a relatively narrow range of areas, or that they will 
have the power to bring about significant change. 

                                                           
3 HEFCE Consultation on Future approaches to quality assessment in England, Wales and Northern 
Ireland – Consultation July 2015 

 

http://www.hefce.ac.uk/media/HEFCE,2014/Content/Pubs/2015/201511/2015_11_.pdf
http://www.hefce.ac.uk/media/HEFCE,2014/Content/Pubs/2015/201511/2015_11_.pdf
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The international reputation of UK HE is partly based on the breadth and rigour of peer based independent 
review. It is vital for institutions and students that the good reputation be retained, and to do this a new 
system must be sufficient robust and independent. 

 

Student academic experience 

 

Question 3: Do you agree that future approaches to quality assessment should be based on an assumption 
that ‘one size’ can no longer sensibly fit all? 

 

Yes, we agree with this assumption.  However, we consider that the removal of a cyclical review process 
for all institutions may introduce disparity and reduce overall coherence of the quality assessment system 
and the ability to manage risk. It appears possible that focus might rest primarily on relatively short term 
objectives and data rather than on long term depth in the understanding and development of quality. In 
allowing more than one size it is important to consider in what areas variation between institutional 
processes is and is not justified. We are particularly concerned that insufficient focus has been given in the 
proposals to international collaborative provision, which remains an area where risk to the HE UK brand 
may be higher, and where individual institutions might be more inclined to take risks for potential financial 
gains. We would wish to see proposals in this area more specifically articulated in the practical design 
phase of the new system.   

Baseline requirement for the quality of the student academic experience 

 

Question 4: Do you agree that there should be a baseline requirement for the quality of the academic 
experience for students, and that this should be published and maintained? 

 

Yes, but we consider that this baseline requirement should be derived from sector consensus, following 
similar principles to that used for the development of the current Quality Code. It is vital that the baseline 
requirement be readily comprehensible to students, and that students be properly involved in articulating 
and maintaining the requirement. 

 

Question 5: For England, do you agree with the proposal that an individual provider, once it has passed the 
gateway for entry into the publicly funded system in England, should not be repeatedly externally retested 
against the baseline requirements for an acceptable student academic experience, unless material 
evidence suggests otherwise? 

 

Yes, provided that there is an appropriate probationary period of on-going scrutiny for new providers.  We 
would be concerned if both new and established providers could significantly change their governance 
arrangements or legal structures (e.g. through merger or acquisition), without some requirement to be re-
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tested against relevant baseline requirements. There may also be other significant changes or activities 
that could pose a risk to quality, and we consider that the requirement to re-test and on-going scrutiny 
should be related to the level of risk.  We are concerned about the apparent dilution of focus on 
international partnership activity, which carries a high level of risk both to the institution and to the overall 
reputation of UK Higher Education. Please also see the response to question 14. 

 

Question 6: Applies to Northern Ireland, not included  

 

Review of the student academic experience and student outcomes 

 

Question 7: Do you agree that the funding bodies’ verification of an institution’s review methodology 
provides a reasonable mechanism through which to operate risk-based scrutiny of a provider’s 
arrangements to secure a good and improving student academic experience and student outcomes? 

 

Whilst we support the principle of using institutions’ internal processes, we consider that the proposals 
need further development to ensure that the future system is sufficiently robust, and there are no 
unintended consequences. The proposals may require institutions to reconsider the current format of their 
internal review procedures and how the outcomes are reported within their academic governance 
structures.  The reliance on internal periodic review in providing assurance to the funding bodies could 
create confusion between academic and business governance, which are normally subject to separate 
structures in many institutions.  We are particularly concerned that the proposals may result in risk-
focused reviews and a move away from their current developmental focus.  This may constrain innovation 
and development which could have a detrimental impact on the student academic experience and be 
contrary to the desire to focus on continuous improvement. Thought needs to be given to the basic 
expectations for the involvement of academic staff and of students in review processes as this might be 
substantially reduced, undermining shared understanding of academic experience. 

 

We support the principle of reducing duplication caused by the additional requirements of PSRBs. 
However, it would not always be desirable or practical to subsume external review and accreditation 
activities within internal reviews as the focus and requirements of internal and external processes may be 
significantly different.  The focus of many PSRBs is on the profession rather than higher education. 

 

Using student outcomes data to secure and improve the student academic experience  

 

Question 8: Do you agree that student outcomes data should provide the basis for continuous 
improvement activities within an individual provider? 
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Yes, but as a component of a range of measures that form the basis of continuous improvement.  It is 
important that sufficient weight is given to qualitative measures (e.g. literal comments from student 
surveys), institutional context and mission, and internal and external benchmarks when considering 
student outcomes data and making judgements about concerns, following the principle that ‘one size does 
not fit all’.  We also note that there are limitations to data such as the NSS and DLHE, and that any data 
used should be considered in context in order for it to be meaningful. Significant work needs to be done in 
defining what data will be relevant and the context in which it will be considered, as there could be 
negative implications in considering outcomes data separately from matters such as access policies and 
institutional mission.  It is difficult to see how the proposed system will support the identification and 
dissemination of good practice. 

 

Question 9: Do you agree that we should take forward into detailed design and pilot phases further work 
on the use of student outcomes data to identify patterns and trends and on the development of 
approaches for monitoring and supporting institutions as they address areas of concern? 

 

Yes.  We await with interest the outcomes of the research in this area. 

 

Question 10: Applies to NI only, not included  

 

Assurances through the governance system 

 

Question 11: Do you agree with the proposal that more emphasis should be placed on the role of a 
provider’s governing body to provide assurances about the quality of the student academic experience and 
student outcomes in line with the Higher Education Code of Governance? If you agree, please indicate 
what, if any, additional support they should receive to provide such assurances. 

 

Yes, although we consider that clarity is required as to how “governing body” will be defined where there 
are links between institutions, and the expectations, if any, of the governing bodies of partner institutions 
to provide assurances about quality. It is likely that governing bodies will need support in understanding 
what they are responsible for in providing this assurance, and support to develop an appropriate 
understanding of internal quality assurance mechanisms to be able to challenge the executive where 
necessary. There is an obvious risk that a governing body may seek to become too closely involved in day 
to day management rather than oversight and the line will need to be carefully drawn.  Institutions may 
need to look over time how they ensure there is appropriate expertise within the composition of their 
governing bodies to support the additional emphasis on quality and how they continue to attract suitable 
governors. The current external cyclical review process has significant academic peer and student input. It 
is possible, therefore, that higher levels of input to governing bodies will be required from those with 
academic expertise and from students if governing bodies are to take on oversight for quality assurance in 
the future. It should not be assumed that a shift in the emphasis for quality assurance to internal 
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governance will necessarily lighten bureaucratic burdens. There are many ways in which burdens are likely 
to be increased in terms of data gathering, monitoring and reporting. 

 

Question 12: For England, do you agree that, for English institutions, HEFCE should develop and use the 
existing external accountability mechanisms, particularly the HAR, in the ways described? 

 

Yes, we consider that that it would be sensible to adapt existing mechanisms rather than develop 
completely new ones.  We are in interested to see how the HAR visit will be developed to undertake the 
required checks whilst not resulting in the burden of Higher Education Review. 

 

Question 13: Applies to NI only, not included  

 

 

A risk-based approach 

 

Question 14: Do you agree that there should be a ‘probationary period’ for new entrants to the publicly 
funded sector in England 

 

Yes.  We consider that significant changes to governance or legal structure during or outside of a 
probationary period should prompt additional scrutiny and potentially re-testing against baseline 
requirements depending on the nature of the change.  Please also see the response to question 5.  We 
note that students in particular may be concerned about the apparent light-touch approach to established 
providers and new entrants that have completed the probation. We note that what has been known as 
collaborative/partnership activity appears to be addressed in questions 15/16, but it is important to bear in 
mind that new entrants may come from an international background with limited familiarity with HE in 
England. 

 

A note on international activity 

 

Question 15: Do you agree that international activities should be included in the remit of future quality 
assessment arrangements as described above? 

 

Yes, but the proposals imply a level of liberalisation in approach to international partnerships and we are 
concerned about the risk that this may pose to the reputation and value of UK Higher Education. Governing 
bodies would need to be fully aware of the risks relating to undertaking higher education and business 
activities in other jurisdictions where local and/or national regulations and laws may take precedence.  We 
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suggest that there should be a graded approach in recognition of the level of risk and that one size does 
not fit all, noting that some collaborative activities carry higher levels of risk than others. As competition 
grows between institutions, appetite for risk in this area is also likely to grow, with failures potentially 
having negative repercussions for UK HE beyond the individual institution.  

 

Question 16: Do you agree that a future quality assessment system must provide reliable assurances to 
students and other stakeholders about the maintenance of academic output standards and their 
reasonable comparability across the UK higher education system? 

 

Yes, we support the principle of assurance on ‘reasonable’ comparability but are unclear from the 
proposals as to how this would be achieved in practice.  We consider that there are many factors that are 
important to students and other stakeholders in making comparisons and that it is important that any 
system recognises, and supports stakeholders in recognising, the different missions and identities of 
institutions, and how this is reflected in their educational provision.  The proposals do not fully address the 
question of how we can reasonably compare standards without the establishment of a national curriculum 
although we agree that to establish one would be undesirable.  It is unclear what the outputs of the 
proposed system would be and how comparability would be judged.  We consider that the system needs 
to be demonstrably sound in order to be meaningful to stakeholders. Again we would stress the 
importance of involving students in identifying what best meets their needs. 

 

Academic output standards 

 

Question 17: Do you agree that the external examining system should be strengthened in the ways 
proposed, i.e. through additional training and the establishment of a register? 

 

The proposals would be a major refocusing of the current system as External Examiners currently support 
peer and institutional development within a broader of suite of assurance for Higher Education Review, 
and their role and status would be elevated and redefined with the new proposals. We agree that some 
aspects of the current system could be strengthened but are concerned that the proposals may dis-
incentivise people in undertaking the role, may be difficult to operate in practical terms, and are likely to 
result in significant additional costs for institutions. There are significant variations in what is currently 
asked of external examiners, not least with growth in the range of types of assessments used and the 
timing of assessment and marking, meaning that this proposal will need careful and detailed consideration 
before introduction if the development is to work effectively and maintain respect.   Insofar as 
comparability of standards is a concern, it is important to consider how expertise in designing, setting and 
marking assessment is best developed, including staff training.  While external examiners may comment on 
such matters, they are rarely asked to engage with all these topics in detail, and indeed it might be thought 
to be too intrusive if they did. 
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Question 18: Do you agree that our proposals in relation to the external examining system are sufficient, 
i.e. do they go far enough to provide the necessary assurances about academic output standards to 
students and other stakeholders? 

 

We consider that whilst the existing system could be strengthened it is adequately robust to meet its 
current objectives. We are not convinced that a national training or national register on their own would 
establish greater comparability of standards at a national level than is currently the case. Within any 
academic discipline institutions seek to differentiate what they offer, and while there might be some 
better articulation of shared standards there will always need to be flexibility.   

 

Communities of peers and the comparability of standards  

 

Question 19: Do you agree that it would be helpful to explore approaches to the calibration of academic 
output standards in different disciplinary and multi-disciplinary contexts? 

 

Yes, we agree that it would be useful to explore approaches to calibration.  However, we are unclear how 
this would work in practical terms particularly in the context that the individual ethos and missions of 
institutions are embedded within programme design and delivery.  We note that the former HEA Subject 
Centres may have provided a suitable home for the development of calibration activities.  We have some 
reservations about models involving PSRBs given that the missions, requirements and views of PSRBs and 
HEIs can have a different focus so are not always in alignment. We also have reservations about the 
development of regional clusters of subject specialists in calibrating standards.  It is unclear how this would 
support comparability and consistency at a national level.  We note that there are already groupings of 
discipline and professional experts that could support this activity.  

 

The role of professional, statutory and regulatory bodies 

 

Question 20: Do you agree that providers should use the accreditation activities of at least some PSRBs 
more centrally in future approaches to quality assessment? 

 

We agree that providers ‘could’ rather than ‘should’ use the activities of PSRBs more centrally in future 
approaches to quality assessment.  This should only happen where the requirements of providers and 
PSRBs are in sufficient alignment.  We would be concerned if PSRB judgements were used as direct 
evidence of standards given the diversity of approaches and varying roles and nature of PSRBs in assessing 
output standards. 

 

Assurances through a provider’s governance system 
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Question 21: Do you agree with the proposal that we should place more emphasis on the role of the 
governing body of a provider with degree awarding powers to provide assurances about security and 
reasonable comparability of the academic output standards of students? 

 

Yes.  Please see the response to question 11 which is applicable here. 

 

A note on the degree classification system 

 

Question 22: Do you agree with the proposal to develop guidance to providers on a sensible range of 
degree classification algorithms at the pass/fail and 2i/2ii borderlines? 

 

We do consider that a recalibration of algorithms could be useful to address the findings of the research 
that a significant proportion of institutions have changed their algorithms.  Bearing in mind the diversity of 
HE providers, missions, subject discipline areas and assessment types, variation in curricula and 
assessment frameworks exist between institutions and it is unclear how a specified range of algorithms 
would address the issues.  We are interested in how the range of algorithms would be developed and used 
in the context of the different missions of institutions.  Degree classification algorithms form only one 
component of how student achievement is measured within institutions’ overall assessment regulations.   
It may be more appropriate to focus on work to develop a broader picture of student achievement through 
the work on the Higher Education Achievement Report.  It will be important to manage the expectations of 
stakeholders about the usefulness of the range of algorithms in making comparisons between institutions. 
It is unclear how this proposal may fit with a possible move to a grade point average type approach. It is 
important to have realistic objectives as regards how far set standards and transparency can be achieved, 
and what is most likely to be of use to students and potential employers.  We have misgivings about the 
use of UUK, GuildHE and AHUA to determine a sensible range of possible classification algorithms given 
that these are lobbying/trade groups which do not have a role or experience in setting standards. 

 

When things go wrong 

 

Question 23: Do you agree with our proposals to develop and implement a strengthened mechanism to 
investigate rapidly when there is an indication of serious problems within an individual provider which has 
not been addressed in a satisfactory and timely manner? 

 

Yes, accompanied with clear criteria for what would constitute serious problems, transparency around 
judgements and the potential consequences for providers where serious problems are found.  We note 
that routine monitoring of student data, which is often subject to a time lag in publication, may not enable 
the early identification of problems or proportional investigation of issues. It is not easy to see how the 
proposed system would be able to identify and address emerging issues promptly. 
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Question 24: Should the mechanism to investigate problems in an individual provider require, in addition 
to the investigation of the specific issue of concern, the re-testing of the arrangements in the provider 
under review against the baseline requirements set out for the gateway for entry to the higher education 
system? 

 

Not necessarily.  It should be dependent on the nature of the problem and whether there is evidence to 
suggest that there are systemic issues that warrant re-testing against the baseline requirements in full or 
just components of them. 

 

The broader framework for quality assurance 

 

Question 25: Do you agree with the proposal that providers seeking entry to the publicly funded sector in 
England and Northern Ireland should be tested, through an external peer review scrutiny process, against a 
set of baseline requirements for quality? 

 

Yes.  We do not think the current approach in this area should be diluted. We have already noted our 
concern in our responses about the easing of scrutiny of international providers and partnership activity 
and the potential for the reputation of UK Higher Education to be weakened if meaningful external reviews 
for such activity are not maintained. In this broader framework, risk extends beyond individual institutions 

 

Next Steps 

 

Question 26: Are there any particular areas of our proposals that you feel we should concentrate on as we 
undertake a more detailed design phase? 

 

We are concerned that a ‘simpler expression’ of baseline requirements may dilute the usefulness and 
status of the current Quality Code, which has been developed as a collaborative exercise by experienced 
academics, higher education professionals and students.  The Quality Code including the FHEQ and Subject 
Benchmark Statements are widely respected and valued, albeit that some simplification might be useful. It 
is not clear how much shared understanding would be regularly and dynamically developed in the new 
system. We are particularly concerned that the requirements for new entrants to the sector who are not 
from the UK are understood and that the quality, standards and reputation of UK Higher Education are 
maintained. It is vital that there be a reasonably detailed articulation of norms in quality and standards for 
this purpose. 

 

Question 27: Are there proposals not referred to above that you feel we should have in consideration? If 
so, what are they and what is the rationale for their inclusion? 
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Our response to this consultation has been prepared in consultation with, and has the endorsement of, our 
Students’ Union.  We are concerned that less weight appears to be given to the student voice and student 
engagement in the proposals, not least as a key purpose of the proposals is to secure quality for students.  
Whilst emphasis on student engagement will be maintained through institutions’ own review methods, 
there does not appear to be any student input in the external monitoring processes that will be conducted 
by HEFCE, or any particular expectation for the involvement of students at governing body level. We 
consider that students should be meaningfully integrated as partners in the design, monitoring and 
reviewing of processes to enhance the academic quality of their education. 

 

It is not clear what level of transparency there will be in future for stakeholders to get useful public 
information about individual institutions. While the current QAA reports may not best serve the purpose, 
an independent and regular narrative report would have significant value. It is vital that the future 
approach is transparent and easily understood by students. 

 

The recent Government announcement of a new Teaching Excellence Framework, which would have an 
external cyclical review element, is clearly of relevance in providing views on these proposals.  The views 
expressed here may have been different had more detail been available on the TEF at this stage. The 
current limited detail leaves open the possibility that substantial data will be separately collected for 
separate purposes, or that data will be collected and used once with a variety of possibly conflicting 
purposes. In either event, too great a focus on quantitative data alone could have a variety of drawbacks. It 
is vitally important that the two systems work together coherently, that they do not create additional 
burdens on institutions, and that they support rather than constrain or deter innovation.  

 

The language in the consultation proposals suggest a focus on taught provision.  However, paragraph 82 
refers to higher education at levels 4-8, which suggests that doctoral provision would be included in the 
new arrangements. We would wish to see clarification within the detailed design phase of how the 
arrangements would apply to doctoral provision. As with the TEF, it is vital that the quality assessment 
system works coherently with those aspects of the REF that relate to doctoral provision and that there is 
not duplication or conflict between the two systems. 

 

Question 28: Applies to Wales and NI only, not included.  

 


