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Education Matters WG
1. Introduction and terminology
1.1 In the Berlin Communiqué (2003) the Ministers from the States of Bologna signatories supported the development of a standardised approach to the Quality Assurance (QA) process’s for Higher Education within the European Region. Whilst there is a recognition that external agencies within each state may take the responsibility for a standardised QA process, the Higher Education Institute (HEI) and the staff responsible for delivery of the programs have a significant role to play in ensuring that QA processes are in place.   It is recommended that all institutions of higher education should ensure that its educational provision:

· operates with appropriate academic standards; 
· offers students learning opportunities of acceptable quality 
· works within a set of QA processes which are transparent, and include input from students

1.2 To ensure that the HEI meets these requirements, it is possible for a number of quality assurance procedures to operate. Some of these may be run by the HEI itself, and thus constitute largely internal procedures, whereas others involve external scrutiny. Whilst the European Association for Quality Assurance in Higher Education (ENQA) disseminates information, experiences and good practices in the field of quality assurance (QA) in higher education to European QA agencies, public authorities and higher education institutions it is recognised that both internal and external procedures may operate according to sector-wide guidance that will meet the requirements of National arrangements, either for funding bodies or competent authorities.
1.3 There are various interpretations of what exactly constitutes acceptable quality: e.g., an institution's provision should be "fit for purpose"; should make effective use of resources; should offer its stakeholders value for money; etc… However it is increasingly agreed that it is important to promote improvement of quality, rather than simply seeking to ensure that quality is maintained. This belief shifts the emphasis from quality assurance to quality enhancement. 

1.4 The key terms are as follows:

· Academic standards

Academic standards are a way of describing the level of achievement that a student has to reach to gain an academic award (for example, a degree). It should be at a similar level across HEIs within a single country. It is intended that there should be comparable levels across the European Region, and that this will be facilitated by guidance documents such as the European Physiotherapy Benchmark Statement (ref).

· Academic quality

Academic quality is a way of describing how well the learning opportunities made available to students help them to achieve their award. It is about making sure that appropriate and effective teaching, support, assessment and learning opportunities are provided for them.

· Quality assurance (QA)

Quality assurance refers to a range of review procedures designed to safeguard academic standards and promote learning opportunities for students of acceptable quality.

· Quality enhancement (QE)

Quality enhancement is taking deliberate steps to bring about continual improvement in the effectiveness of the learning experience of students. 

1.5 The core aspects of the student learning experience are:

· The curriculum – its structure, aims, intended learning outcomes and types of assessment; 
· The promotion and support of effective learning – to include types of teaching and learning; provision of student support services, library and IT facilities; measures to involve students in monitoring and enhancing the institution's educational provision; and relevant training and development activities for staff and students. 

It is of note that these aspects of the learning experience include not only what is delivered within the HEI environment, but also the experience students receive within the clinical environment as part of their program.

2. Principles and practices of academic quality review

2.1 Depending on their exact focus, academic quality review processes examine some or all of: 

a. the academic standards attached to the curriculum, and associated methods of teaching, learning and assessment; 

b. the quality of methods of teaching, learning and assessment, and the various resources that support students' learning; 

c. the robustness of procedures intended to assure academic standards and promote quality of learning opportunities; 

d. promotion of quality as a process of strategic management of the program, department or HEI. 

2.2 Typically, review procedures involve: 

· submission of some kind of self-evaluation document (SED) by the unit under review; this allows the team responsible for delivering the program to consider what is going well, but also where they could improve. Most commonly the SED is written with the use of a framework outlining the issues to consider and comment upon. Here again documents such as the EPBS may be useful. 
· scrutiny of this submission by a trained peer-review team; most commonly the team would include individuals from other HEI departments (if an Internal Review), or from other HEIs (if an external review process). It is also worth considering the inclusion of individuals from the clinical environment where the students experience in the clinical field is to be considered as part of the review.
· visit by the review team to meet staff and students; it is good practice for this visit to either talk with or visit individuals involved in clinical practice with students.
· production of a review report that comments on strengths, suggests areas for improvement, and makes recommendations for further action. Some review reports make (or made) formal summary judgements on specific aspects of performance.
2.3 There are two chief types of review: those that focus on individual academic disciplines or teaching units (subject level review) and those that address practice and procedures at the level of the institution as a whole. Subject level (in this case physiotherapy/physical therapy) review tends to emphasise academic standards and quality, whereas institution level review tends to examine the robustness of procedures and the strategic management of quality. 

2.4 As reports are usually made available to the public, both types of review are intended to ensure that an institution is held accountable to its stakeholders; these may include the funders of the course/HEI (who wish to ensure that public money is being utilised appropriately), prospective students and their sponsors (who want to be satisfied that they will receive a “quality” educational experience before deciding to apply to, or accept a place at, the institution) and current students and employers (who seek confirmation that the institution offers high quality programmes at appropriate standards that deliver employable graduates). Increasingly it may also include competent authorities in other countries who may wish to know what standards are applied to the education of physiotherapists in their home state, when seeking registration abroad.

2.5 Institutional reviews

2.5.1 The strategic perspective taken by institutional reviews is built on the following essential questions: 

· What are you trying to do? 
· Why are you trying to do it? 
· How are you doing it? 
· Why are you doing it that way? 
· Why do you think that is the best way of doing it? 
· How do you know it works? 
· How do you improve it? 

Whilst this range of questions is not exhaustive, it gives an overview of what is expected of the HEI team in evaluating their activity and performance. 

2.5.2 External review of institutions, sometimes called "academic audit" work to the principle that higher education institutions should take primary responsibility for self-evaluation of their internal quality systems, subject to appropriate external checks. As such it is important to consider what internal processes are put in place to allow for self-evaluation. These may include techniques such as peer-observation of teaching, student evaluation of teaching or module design, use of staff-student consultative committees, and external examiners.

2.5.3 The terminology is as follows:

· Peer Observation of Teaching

The process whereby a member of staff is observed teaching by a colleague who then provides feedback on the strengths and weaknesses of the session. The process is often supported by documentation including a lesson plan, learning outcomes for the session and a reflection on performance.

· Student Evaluation

The process whereby students complete an evaluation of the teaching received, either per session, or over the module. Information related to knowledge transference, expertise, pacing, interaction, clarity and feedback are sought. This is most commonly done anonymously, and may use computer generated forms, or paper based questionnaires.

· Staff Student Consultative Committee (SSCC)

The process whereby representative of the student body and academic staff meet on a regular basis to collectively find solutions to issues raised by either side. It may also be used to consult on changes to the program or its delivery, and receive suggestions from the student body.

· External Examiners

External examiners are “job-knowledgeable experts” from another HEI, who scrutinise the program delivery, and in particular the assessment processes, providing feedback on the levels of award and standards achieved by students. 

2.5.4 With the gradual move towards consideration of Quality Enhancement rather than Quality Assurance, HEIs may wish to consider how they may promote and improve quality learning. In doing so it is appropriate that they consider   

· the ability of the institution's internal review systems to monitor and maintain quality and standards at the level of the programme or award, to ensure that the stakeholders have confidence in the soundness of the institution's current  and future academic standards of its awards. 
· the institution's arrangements for ensuring that the information it publishes about the quality of its provision is complete, accurate and fair; 
· the effectiveness of the institution's approach to promoting an effective learning experience for students; 
· the combined effect of the institution's policies and practices for ensuring improvement in the quality of teaching and learning; 
· the effectiveness of the institution's implementation of its strategy for quality enhancement. 

2.6 Subject reviews
2.6.1 The purpose of subject review is to conduct a reviews of an institutions' subject-level provision, ie that related to a specific subject such as Physiotherapy.  Again it is common for the course team to reflect on their activity and produce a SED prior to the review. Reports tend to include a formal summary judgement on the quality of teaching. 

2.6.2 The use of subject-review may be seen as creating an important incentive for disciplines to take quality management seriously. An unsatisfactory rateing may have serious consequences, as Public judgements will raise stakeholder awareness of the variability of teaching quality between different institutions, contributing. 

2.6.3 The commonly used aspects under consideration within subject review include:

· curriculum design, content and organisation; 
· teaching, learning and assessment; 
· student progression and achievement; 
· student support and guidance; 
· learning resources; 
· quality assurance and enhancement. 

These aspects are not exclusive and indeed local needs may necessitate the inclusion of other aspects, or indeed the exclusion of some. However it is considered good practice to seek to include as many as possible.

2.7 Other Considerations & Overview

The HEIs academic staff who deliver courses and learning support services carry primary responsibility for upholding standards and enhancing the quality of provision.  However the HEI may also consider supporting and monitoring this work by a wider quality framework consisting of four key elements:

2.7.1 Quality Committees

There may be in reality several committees within the HEI cover quality. The important areas that should be covered at this level are:

· A Committee on Teaching and Learning which could act as a central forum for discussion of policy on quality and standards. 
· A Quality Enhancement Strategy Committee which may have responsibility for overseeing the University's quality enhancement activities. 
· Academic Standards Committees (one Undergraduate, another Postgraduate) who might share the work of: 
· scrutinising proposals to amend, introduce or withdraw individual programs of study; 
· responding to issues raised by external examiners; 
· monitoring Schools' reaction to formal student feedback. 

2.7.2 Internal Teaching Review (ITR)

· ITR, which may incorporate program review, involves a rigorous, holistic examination of a School's teaching and learning activities on a regular cycle, perhaps every 5-6 years. 
· ITR sets out to assess the overall quality of learning opportunities in a way that a) encourages the School to think how best it can improve its teaching and b) identifies successful activities so that they can be shared with the rest of the University. 
· ITRs should be carried out by a panel of academic staff, with outside experts and a student representative.  The panel examines written evidence, including the School's self-evaluation document, and meets with the School's staff and students.  The outcome of every ITR may be a formal report that comments in detail on the School's academic standards, the quality of its provision and the quality of its quality assurance and enhancement procedures. It also allows for subsequent reviews to be compared. 

2.7.3 Students

· All students should be invited to provide feedback on individual courses by way of their class representatives (ie through the SSCC) and the Student Course Evaluation Forms. 
· A representative sample of a School's students should participate in each ITR. 
· Elected student representatives should sit on a wide range of committees that deal with quality and standards. 
· The Students' Association, often in collaboration with University management, carries out its own work to improve the quality of students' education. 

2.7.4 External Scrutiny

· External examiners ensure that the University's awards are consistent with national standards and provide constructive criticism of the content and methods of teaching, learning and assessment used by Schools. 
· Internal Teaching Review teams include at least one external subject specialist: an expert in the relevant field of study appointed from outside the HEI. 
· The Enhancement-led Institutional Review process, administered by the an external body (eg QAA in the UK), produces a public report on the effectiveness of the University's procedures for quality assurance and quality enhancement once every four years. 

2.7 Useful information on the Web

ENQA (the European Association for Quality Assurance in Higher Education) disseminates information, experiences and good practices in the field of quality assurance (QA) in higher education to European QA agencies, public authorities and higher education institutions. http://www.enqa.eu/
Published by the QAA: 
· About the Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education 
http://www.qaa.ac.uk/aboutus/ 
· The Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education: an introduction
http://www.qaa.ac.uk/aboutqaa/qaaintro/intro.htm 
· A brief guide to quality assurance in UK higher education
http://www.qaa.ac.uk/public/heguide/guide.htm 
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