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Item 4b 
Education and Student Committee 14.04.2016 

 
 
Revised Operating Model for Quality Assessment 
 
 
Summary 
 
On 18 March 2016, HEFCE published a document setting out the revised operating model 
for quality assessment. This follows the consultation exercises that took place with the sector 
in spring and autumn 2015 and completion of research commissioned by HEFCE on 
external examining, the costs of quality assurance and comparator approaches to quality 
assessment. 
 
The revised quality assessment model will be implemented from 2017/18, with a transitional 
phase in 2016/17 during which a range of pilot activities will take place. 
 
This paper provides a summary of the revised model and considerations for City. 
 
 
Recommendation 
 
Education and Student Committee is asked to consider the paper. 
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Revised Operating Model for Quality Assessment 
 
On 18 March 2016, HEFCE published a document1 setting out the revised operating model 
for quality assessment. This follows a review undertaken by HEFCE which included 
consultation with the sector and commissioned by HEFCE on external examining, the costs 
of quality assurance and comparator approaches to quality assessment. 
 
Components of the new operating model 
 
The revised model comprises a number of components, parts of which will be delivered 
directly by HEFCE, and parts of which will be delivered under contract as set out in Appendix 
1. It has been designed to be consistent with European quality expectations and meet the 
Home Office’s requirements for educational oversight. 
 
Currently, HEFCE has a single contract for quality assessment, which is with the QAA. 
Within the revised model, HEFCE will be undertaking an open procurement process for each 
part of the system that will be delivered under contract. This could potentially result in a 
number of different bodies involved in delivery of the new system, which would add 
complexity to the revised arrangements. 
 
Baseline requirements 
 
The baseline regulatory requirements will include: 

• The existing Framework for Higher Education Qualifications, which contains 
qualification descriptors and sets out threshold standards for higher education 
awards. 

• Specific elements of the UK Quality Code, which is currently co-owned and 
developed by the sector and the QAA. The intention is to retain the use of the high-
level expectations of the Code but not the detailed indicators that guide institutions 
on how the expectations may be met. 

• The Higher Education Code of Governance. 
• The expectations of consumer law as expressed through the Competition and 

Markets Authority guidance. 
• Student protection measures in the Office of the Independent Adjudicator’s good 

practice framework, and HEFCE’s Statement of Good Practice on course changes 
and closures. 

• The provider’s mission and strategy for its higher education provision. 
 
New providers will be subject to assessment against the baseline requirements including an 
independent peer review visit. If the initial gateway assessment is passed, it will be followed 
by a developmental period of 4 years during which there will be enhanced monitoring and 
scrutiny. At the end of this period a judgement will be made on whether the provider can be 
considered as ‘established’ or not. 
 
Review for Established Providers 
 
The current arrangements for cyclical review by the QAA, which re-test institutions’ quality 
assurance and enhancement arrangements against baseline requirements including the 
Quality Code, will cease. The revised arrangements for review are intended to target scrutiny 
on issues and providers that present the greatest risk to the student academic experience, or 
to the sector’s reputation. They will place greater reliance on an institution’s operation of its 

                                                
1 http://www.hefce.ac.uk/media/HEFCE,2014/Content/Pubs/2016/201603/HEFCE2016_03.pdf 

http://www.hefce.ac.uk/media/HEFCE,2014/Content/Pubs/2016/201603/HEFCE2016_03.pdf
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own quality management arrangements within its context, and assurances provided by the 
institution’s governing body to HEFCE on their effectiveness. 
 
In future, the review process for established providers will comprise: 
 

• Initial Verification: Each institution will undergo a one-off verification process during 
2016/17 or 2017/18 of its methodology for its own review processes. This is to 
confirm that these processes are focused appropriately on delivering continuous 
improvement in the student academic experience and student outcomes, and have 
sufficiently strong external scrutiny built in. 
 

• Annual Provider Review: This will extend the established data analysis and 
assurance arrangements operated by HEFCE to include new assurances on quality, 
including capturing the views of students and outcomes of PSRB activities. 
Governing bodies would be expected to receive reports from the institution’s Senate 
(or equivalent) and challenge assurances received on quality as part of providing an 
annual statement to HEFCE, but would not have a role in the quality management 
activities of the institution. HEFCE has indicated that it will publish an operating 
model from the start of 2016/17 including details of the data to be used in annual 
review. 
 
Quality-related evidence generated through this annual review process will be 
subject to review by a panel of peer and student reviewers, which will confirm 
judgements about the extent to which a provider meets HEFCE’s quality assessment 
requirements. Judgements will be made on a five-point scale as set out in Appendix 
2 and will be published on the Register of HE Providers. 
 

• Periodic Assurance Review Visit: HEFCE will use the existing five-yearly HEFCE 
assurance review (HAR) visit to check the evidence and processes used by an 
institution’s governing body to reach its annual statement on the continuous 
improvement of the student academic experience and academic output standards. A 
report and outcomes of this process will be published. As for Annual Provider Review 
above, judgements will be made on the five-point scale set out in Appendix 2. 

 
Investigation and intervention 
 
The current Concerns scheme operated by the QAA, will be replaced by a two-stage 
process through which stakeholders, such as students and PSRBs, can report concerns 
directly to HEFCE. Serious concerns may prompt an external review of the provider and may 
be investigated through a peer review visit, the outcomes of which will be published. The 
Annual Provider Review process may also identify concerns that would prompt an 
investigation through this process. Potential outcomes for substantial issues include the 
provider returning to developmental enhanced scrutiny including external peer review visits, 
or removal from the Register of HE Providers. 
 
Degree standards 
 
Under the new model, the following steps will be taken to provide assurances to 
stakeholders about academic output standards and their reasonable comparability across 
providers: 

• Strengthening of the external examiner system through the development of national 
online training for external examiners.  
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• Continuation of the use of the Framework for Higher Education qualifications to 
provide a clear expression of the level and amount of learning expected for awards, 
and a shared approach to setting threshold standards. 

• Establishment of mechanisms to calibrate standards, bringing together examiners 
from a subject community to compare students’ work and achievement. 

• Establishment of guidance on a sensible range of degree classification algorithms, 
particularly relating to the classification of degrees at the pass-fail and 2.1-2.2 
borderlines 

 
As part of its approach to assuring the integrity of degree standards, each provider with 
degree-awarding powers will be expected to engage at an institutional level with the 
academic standards against which the achievement of its students are assessed. A number 
of standards matters will need to be considered as part of this institutional-level engagement. 
The governing body will need to provide assurances that academic governance 
arrangements have been effective in meeting the expectations in this area. 
 
International activities 
 
The principle that a UK provider should remain fully responsible for student outcomes, and 
the quality of the student academic experience, wherever its students are based, remains a 
feature of the revised model. The arrangements outlined above would therefore apply to 
awards gained through transnational education activity. HEFCE would expect to see, for 
example, that the assurances provided by a governing body explicitly cover transnational 
programmes and students. 
 
There is recognition in the revised model that it would be useful to take into account the 
maturity of quality assessment arrangements in other countries and the extent of the local 
scrutiny that UK providers undergo when operating in these countries. HEFCE intends to 
contract a third party to establish countries where mature quality assessment arrangements 
exist, such that it can rely on the revised review arrangements above to provide assurances 
of quality and student outcomes. In countries with less well developed quality assessment 
arrangements, periodic reviews of transnational education activity through visits to a sample 
of providers will continue to be undertaken. 
 
Relationship with the Government’s Green Paper proposals 
 
HEFCE has indicated that it is continuing to work closely with BIS to ensure that the revised 
quality assessment arrangements fit with the proposed reforms set out in the Green Paper.  
However, until details of the broader regulatory landscape are confirmed, it is difficult to 
assess whether the aim of a single coherent quality assessment system will be achieved, 
and what the overall burden of the new system will be. The timescales for implementation of 
the quality assessment system and the role and existence of HEFCE could also be subject 
to change depending on how they fit with wider changes. 
 
Considerations for City 
 
More specific details of the revised system will arise during 2016/17 and 2017/18 from the 
pilot activities to be undertaken and the initial verification exercise for established providers. 
As noted above, the Government’s broader reforms may also have implications for how the 
revised system is implemented. There will be a number of considerations for City as further 
details emerge. These include: 
 

• The ability of City’s current review processes, in particular Periodic Review, to 
provide the required assurances around quality and standards with a focus on the 
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student academic experience and outcomes, and the alignment of the information 
collected during these processes with the quality assessment model. The ability to 
generate appropriate management information to support this will also be a 
consideration. 

• The effectiveness of the academic governance structure, in particular through 
Senate, Boards of Studies and sub-committees, to provide Council with appropriate 
assurances on quality and standards. Our current academic governance 
arrangements are not considered to be sufficiently robust to provide the required 
assurances and will therefore require review and change in the coming months. 

• Support needed by Council to undertake its revised role in providing the annual 
confirmations required by HEFCE on student academic experience, outcomes and 
maintenance of standards. 

 
This work will be taken forward by Student and Academic Services and the Governance Unit 
in liaison with relevant colleagues as further details of the revised system become available. 
 
Recommended action 
 
Education and Student Committee is asked to consider the paper. 
 
 
 
Alison Edridge 
Assistant Director (Quality and Academic Development) 
Student and Academic Services 
 
March 2016 
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Appendix 1 – Components and Delivery of the New Operating Model 
 

Component Delivery mechanism 
Confirmation of baseline regulatory 
requirements and oversight of the ongoing 
development of the Quality Code 

UK-wide standing committee to include 
members from the funding bodies, QAA, 
Committee of University Chairs, OIA and 
representation from students, employers and 
PSRBs. 
 

Gateway and developmental period 
 

• Independent peer review visit to test 
quality-related aspects of the baseline 
regulatory requirements 
 

• Test of other aspects of the baseline 
regulatory requirements 
 

• Summative judgement about the 
readiness of a provider to enter the 
higher education sector, or to leave the 
developmental period 
 

 
 
Under contract 
 
 
 
HEFCE 
 
 
HEFCE 

Review for established providers 
 

• One-off verification of a provider’s 
approach to its own review processes 
 

• Annual Provider Review 
 

• Activities to collect student views in 
each provider 
 

• Support for governing bodies 
 

• Five-yearly assurance review visit 
 

 
 
Under contract 
 
 
HEFCE 
 
HEFCE working with the student representative 
bodies 
 
Under contract 
 
HEFCE 

When investigation and intervention are 
necessary 
 

• Stage one 
 

• Stage two 
 

• Judgement about the issue under 
investigation 

 

 
 
 
HEFCE 
 
Under contract, as necessary 
 
HEFCE 
 

Degree standards 
 

• External examining and calibration 
 

• Algorithms 
 

 
 
Under contract and led by sector 
 
Led by sector 

International activities 
 

Under contract 
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Appendix 2 – Published Outcomes Categories for Annual Provider Review and the 5-
yearly HAR visit 

 

a. Meets requirements – the provider continues to undergo Annual Provider Review. 

b. Meets requirements with conditions – the provider continues to undergo Annual 
Provider Review, but with an action plan to address areas of immediate concern. 

c. Pending – the provider will be referred for further investigation and intervention. 

d. Does not meet requirements – the provider must return to developmental 
enhanced scrutiny, with a peer review visit as appropriate, an ongoing schedule of 
external peer review visits, and an action plan to address areas of immediate 
concern. 

e. Does not meet baseline regulatory requirements – concerns are sufficiently 
serious to warrant removal of the provider from the Register of HE Providers. 

 


