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  PROGRAMME DEVELOPMENT AUDIT 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Opinion and Recommendation Classification 

 
A Substantial level of assurance can be given to the adequacy and effectiveness of the system of 
internal control over Programme Development at the time of our audit and limited to the scope. 
Substantial assurance is defined as, “While there is a basically sound system of internal control, there 
are weaknesses, which put some of the client’s objectives at risk.  There is evidence that the level of 
non-compliance with some of the control processes may put some of the client’s objectives at risk”. 

 
 
As a result of our audit, the following recommendations have been raised.  

 
 

Recommendation Type Number 
Priority One - 
Priority Two 1 
Priority Three 1 

 
 
UET Sponsor – Professor Bolton

Item 27.1 
Senate 14.10.15 



 

 
 

INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Programme approval is the University’s formal process for reviewing and approving new 
programme proposals and involves various staff from across the University. 

1.2 The first stage is Stage 1 School Programme Approval and Review Committee (PARC), where 
consideration is given to market, wider programme viability, strategic fit, proposed mode of delivery 
and resources.  This is followed by consideration at Stage 1 University Programme Approval 
Committee (PAC), where fit with University Vision and strategy, risk (financial, reputational), 
market, resource requirements and academic standards/quality are reviewed. 

1.3 Following this the programme moves to Stage 2 - School PARC, which gives close scrutiny of 
programme content, including external views. Other considerations include external reference 
points, practical issues (placements, staffing), employability, admissions criteria, AP(E)L and 
L,T&A. At this stage the first sign-off of student-facing programme documentation (specs and 
handbook) takes place.  Finally, the programme reaches Stage 2 University PAC and there is a 
final check of all student facing documentation and resources.  Final scrutiny of updated 
documentation following reports from External Advisers and consideration of external involvement 
and views.   There is consideration of the student experience, PSRB accreditation (if applicable) 
and consideration of quality and standards and final enhancements. 

1.4 Student and Academic Services can provide support from initial planning stages through to final 
approval.1  

1.5 The University’s academic policies and processes are the framework through which City manage 
the quality and standards of educational provision that leads to our credit or award. The Deputy 
Vice-Chancellor has ultimate responsibility for academic policy and process and the Student and 
Academic Services supports this function. At School level, Deans have responsibility for the quality 
and standards of programmes within their respective areas.2  

1.6 From a spreadsheet provided by Student and Academic Services, 20 proposals were considered 
during 2013 -14 at Stage 1 and/or 2 of the process.   

 
AUDIT SCOPE AND APPROACH 

 
2.1 The audit approach was to develop an assessment of risks and management controls operating 

within each area of the scope. 
 

2.2   The audit included the following areas:   
 
• Proposal and Specification; 
• Resource assessment; and 
• Approval. 

 
The scope will review compliance with Stage 1 and Stage 2 of the Programme Development 
Process 
 

2.3 Internal Audit assessed the controls in operation over Programme Development by reviewing a 
sample of seven programmes: 
• LLM International Business Law (online) – City Law School; 
• MSc Civil Engineering Structures (Nuclear Power Plants), School of Mathematics, Computer 

Science and Engineering; 
• MSc Cyber Security – School of Mathematics, Computer Science and Engineering; 
• MSc Data Science - School of Mathematics, Computer Science and Engineering; 
• MSc Global Supply Chain Management – Cass Business School; 
• MSc Marketing Strategy and Innovation – Cass Business School and 
• MSc Behavioural Economics, School of Arts and Social Sciences. 

  
                                                           
1 Information extracted from the Guidance for Programme Approval Document available on the staff intranet 
2 Information extracted from the P1 Planning Document 



 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 
3.1 Areas of Good Practice Identified 
  

• Programme and Module Specifications – These follow a similar format and are present in the 
Stage 2 programme documents for each of the programmes reviewed in the sample. 

• Guidance and templates – There is a ‘Guidance for Programme Approval’ document available on 
the staff intranet which explains the process. Templates for programme approval forms are available 
on the staff intranet for Stage One and Two, aiding consistency and ensuring the correct details are 
completed.  

• Approval – The Schools’ Programme Approval and Review Committee (PARC) reviewed each of 
the seven programmes, as seen in their meeting minutes.  The University Programme Approval 
Committee (UPAC) reviewed the programme approval reports for each of the programmes and 
approved each of the programmes.  The approval panels consisted of the correct composition 
involving a varied group of relevant staff members. 

• Financial consideration – For each of the programmes, budgets were analysed and course 
costings were produced by Finance, helping to ensure that financially viable programmes were 
approved. 

• Stage One – At School level, programmes have followed the correct procedure steps and have 
obtained relevant approvals from LEaD, Timetabling and Finance, input from an external advisor, 
carried out market research and have had PARC consideration. 

• Stage Two – At University level, the programmes followed the correct procedure steps including 
addressing issues identified in Stage One, obtaining the correct approvals (such as from the Library 
and Information Services) and consideration by PARC, the University Programme Approval 
Committee, the external advisor and Student and Academic Services to obtain overall and final 
approval. 

 
3.2 Key Issues Identified 

 
• Formal approval – It was identified that evidence of the Programme Director approving the Stage 1 

process by email for the MSc Behavioural Economics course was not provided. 
• Programme costing summaries – Although they were provided for each of the programmes, the 

name of the Financial Controller who reviewed it and the date are completed for one of the seven 
programme summaries (MSc Behavioural Economics).  The other summaries do not have a name 
or date although there is a statement that “from a marginal costing viewpoint, happy to approve this 
course".    
 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 
 

Detailed Recommendations  
 

 
 

4.1 Formal approval 
Rationale  
Stage 1 and Stage 2 documents should be formally approved by the Dean, Programme 
Director and the PARC Chair, either through a signature on the forms or through emails 
confirming approval. 

It was identified that evidence of the Programme Director approving the Stage 1 process by 
email for the MSc Behavioural Economics course was not provided.   
 
There is an increased risk that if programmes are not formally reviewed and approved by the 
relevant staff members, they will not be able to assess the suitability and viability of the 
programmes, resources and their potential future success.  This could lead to the provision of 
ineffective programmes and ensuing reputational damage.  It could also lead to uncertainty as 
to whether the programmes have been reviewed and approved if there is no official statement 
confirming this. 
 
Recommendation Priority 
 
All staff should formally approve the two stages of 
approval and evidence of the approvals should be 
retained centrally with Student and Academic Services. 
 

Two 

Management Response 
The audit identified one instance in the sample where evidence of one sign-off was not 
available. 
 
Evidence of sign-off (either signature on the form or email confirmation) will be retained for all 
signatories in the future. 
 
 
Target 
Date 

Immediately Responsibility Alison Edridge 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 

 
 
 

4.2 Programme costing summaries 
Rationale  
 
The programme costing summaries should be completed and subsequently approved by the 
School’s Financial Controller/Officer who should include their name and date on the form as 
well as any comments.  Budgets should be reviewed for surpluses or deficits and approved 
accordingly.  
 
It was identified that although the cost summary statements were provided for each of the 
programmes, the name of the Financial Controller who reviewed it and the date are completed 
for one of the seven programme summaries (MSc Behavioural Economics).  The other 
summaries do not have a name or date although there is a statement that “from a marginal 
costing viewpoint, happy to approve this course".   
 
There is an increased risk that if budgets are not carefully reviewed, programmes that lead to a 
deficit and so financial loss are approved.  If costing summaries are not signed, dated and 
correctly approved, it will be difficult to review who approved the costings (so they can be 
contacted if any questions or concerns arise) and when (to check they are the most updated 
summary document).  This can lead to an inefficient use of staff time and there is a possibility 
that cost summaries are approved without the correct Financial Officer’s review. 
 
 
Recommendation Priority 
 
The Financial Officer should ensure they sign and date 
the costing summaries they have approved and include 
any relevant statements if necessary in the comments 
section so that any comments or issues can be raised 
with the correct staff member. 
 

Three 

Management Response 
The Stage 1 form will be amended to require sign-off (either signature on the form or email 
confirmation) from the Finance Department in the future, in addition to including the name of 
the relevant person and date on the costing summary. 
 
Target 
Date 

20 May 2015 Responsibility Alison Edridge 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 

Appendix 1 – Assurance Definitions and Priority Levels 
 

In order to assist management in using our reports: 

a) We categorise our opinions according to our assessment of the controls in place and the level of 
compliance with these controls. 

Full 
Assurance 

There is a sound system of control designed to achieve the system objectives 
and the controls are being consistently applied. 
 

Substantial 
Assurance  

While there is a basically sound system, there are weaknesses which put some 
of the system objectives at risk, and/or there is evidence that the level of non-
compliance with some of the controls may put some of the system objectives at 
risk. 
 

Limited 
Assurance 

Weaknesses in the system of controls are such as to put the system objectives 
at risk, and/or the level of non-compliance puts the system objectives at risk. 
 

No 
Assurance 

Control is generally weak, leaving the system open to significant error or abuse, 
and/or significant non-compliance with basic controls leaves the system open to 
error or abuse. 

 

b) We categorise our recommendations according to their level of priority. 

Priority 1 Critical business risk not being adequately addressed; weaknesses in key business 
control; substantial non-conformance with regulations and accepted standards. 
 

Priority 2 Important business issues to be addressed; improvement area; inadequate risk 
identification or reduction; non-conformance with regulations. 

Priority 3 Minor non-conformances with the business management system; other business 
issues to be addressed, good working practices. 
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