Review of Performance of HETAC under the European Standards for Quality Assurance and under Section 9 of the Qualifications Act

Progress Report to September 2007

1.  Introduction

In September 2005, the Council requested the Qualifications Authority to organise a review of HETAC’s performance under both the European Standards and Guidelines and the provisions of the Qualifications Act.  The Council and the Qualifications Authority, following discussions with domestic and international stakeholders, agreed to combine these two reviews.  The terms of reference for the review were published in December 2005.

The review consisted of (i) a self-evaluation report, the results of which were published by HETAC in March 2006, followed by (ii) external review (including a site visit) by an expert panel.

The Qualifications Authority appointed a Panel chaired by Professor William J. Smyth, President Emeritus of the National University of Ireland, Maynooth, to review the performance of HETAC.  The Panel was asked to consider the extent to which, in performing these functions, the Council complied with the Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the European Higher Education Area and in addition to review the performance of its functions under the Qualifications Act.
2.  Findings


The Panel furnished the Report of its findings in May 2006.  In the light of the documentary and oral evidence considered by it, the Panel: 

· was satisfied that HETAC has performed effectively its principal statutory functions since its establishment and has developed policies and procedures for each function which are being implemented and are being operated as appropriate;

· was satisfied that in the performance of these functions, the Council complies with the  Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the European Higher Education Area.  

3.  Recommendations

3.1
The Panel concurred broadly with the Council’s summary of notable features and areas for improvement as contained in its self study report.  In the development of a plan to implement the recommendations of this Report, as required under the Protocol for this Review, the Council would wish, nevertheless, to note the Panel’s views concerning the Council’s performance of some aspects of its statutory functions and some aspects of its compliance with the Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the European Higher Education Area.  Particular areas for consideration are summarised below. 
3.2
The Panel recommended that the Council should:

· Give urgent attention to the provision of initial and ongoing training to its reviewers, including the requirement that no-one should normally be a member of a review team unless they have undergone such training;

· Review the qualifications, experience and expertise required of its reviewers, with the aim of enabling the Council to take a more strategic as opposed to what appears currently to be a rather pragmatic approach to their selection and deployment.

3.3
In addition, the Panel recommended that the Council should:

· Review the longer-term sustainability of the level and quality of support currently given by staff considering individual programmes submitted for validation;

· Consider how its current approach to validation might be varied, especially where a new programme, or a programme at a level not previously offered by a college, is involved;

· Consider publishing all its reports as a matter of principle, and publicising its intention in this regard.

4.  HETAC received the panel report on the Review of the performance by the Higher Education and Training Awards Council of its functions in May 2006.  The report was considered by the first Council at its final meeting on 29 May 2006.  At that meeting, Council agreed its response and set out its plan to meet items of action required by the report.  The plan was submitted to the Authority on 13 June 2006 and agreed.  It was agreed that a report on progress be prepared and approved by Council and submitted to the Authority by June 2007.
The second Council was not appointed until 7 December 2006 and held its first meeting on 22 January 2007.  In March 2007, the second meeting of the new Council received an interim report on the implementation and decided that this progress report should be deferred to September 2007.  

Substantial progress has been made across the range of the actions proposed.  These are detailed in the attached table.  In some instances, the responses identified have not progressed at the ambitious pace originally envisaged.  This is due to a number of factors, including the delay in appointing a new Council between June 2006 and December 2006; operational uncertainty arising from the budget allocation for 2007 and the turnover of key members of senior staff.

Council asked that additional attention be given to the risks posed by certain groups of new providers.  Council will continue as far as possible to prioritise actions in key areas including training of reviewers, sustainability of support to individual programmes and institutional quality reviews.
The progress report is attached (changes since the interim report which Council considered at its March 2007 meeting are highlighted and underlined in pages 5-8).
Progress Report to September 2007

	Actions
	Deadline

	Training of Reviewers

	Interim training arrangements for programme accreditation panels will include advance documentation and onsite induction
	from

June 2006

	HETAC will prepare a comprehensive policy on training based on the international best practice, having regard to the training modalities instanced by the Panel 
	for completion in October 2006

	HETAC will explicitly address the training requirements in devising and documenting review processes
	ongoing for new processes and supplements prepared for all current processes by 

November 2006

	HETAC will appoint an advisory committee on training
	June 2006

	Selected programme accreditation panels will be accompanied by a coach
	from

June 2006

	A conference of reviewers will be convened periodically to help reviewers reflect on their experience and learn good practice
	first conference

September 2006

	All programme accreditation panel chairs will undertake a formal training programme prior to chairing a review
	from

October 2006

	Training programmes and materials will be prepared for programme accreditation panels
	by 

January 2007

	All programme accreditation panel members will undertake formal training prior to participating in a review
	from

February 2007

	The planning for the pilot phase of institutional quality assurance review process will address training for all reviewers taking part in the pilots
	from

November 2006

	Training programmes materials will be developed for the main phase of institutional quality reviews
	March 2007

	All panel members will complete post-panel surveys identifying issues in relation to their training
	from 

June 2006

	The role of the chair will be expanded to include feedback on the performance of the panel and the adequacy of their preparation
	June 2006

	Selection and deployment of reviewers

	HETAC has commenced an analysis of the existing set of reviewers
	for completion by August 2006

	HETAC has begun upgrading an MIS system to support the selection and deployment of reviewers, including for example, electronic storage of CVs
	for completion by October 2006


	Explicit statements will be prepared of the qualities required for each reviewer role
	July 2006 and ongoing as new processes and roles are developed

	New reviewers will be recruited by a variety of mechanisms, to include public invitations for expressions of interest, stakeholder nominations and direct invitations to qualified individuals.  All applicants review against the qualities identified
	September 2006

	The composition of panels will be subject to regular audit
	From

September 2006

	Guidelines will be produced for the formal appraisal of the performance of reviewers
	December 2006

	(1)  Actions on training and selection of reviewers

	In August 2006, an internal discussion document was produced, and it was agreed to focus, in the first instance, on Chairs associated with Programme Accreditation Panels. HETAC established a Training Advisory Committee to assist in the development of policy in this area.  The members of this Committee are:

1. Dermot Douglas, Senior Executive Academic Affairs, Council of Directors of Institute of Technology;

2. Diarmuid Hegarty, President, Griffith College;

3. Dermot Finan, former Registrar, IT Sligo;

It was supported by Ian McKenna, Head of Function, HETAC. 

It met three times (10th October 2006, 15th November 2006 and 18th January 2007).  A document detailing Principles of Good Practice for the Conduct of Programme Accreditation Panels has been agreed.  A colloquium was scheduled to be convened for 23rd April 2007 – the audience composed Registrars of all HETAC providers and chairs (existing and potential) of the Programme Accreditation Panels.  

A conference was held on 24th April 2007 where the draft document was presented.  This resulted in a further amendment which is currently being reviewed by the Executive.  It is anticipated that a document will be completed by the end of 2007.

The question of selection of panels will then be undertaken with a view to realising the above recommendations.

Linked to this action, a software upgrade has recently been completed on HETAC’s MIS application.  Furthermore, as a result of the tender, HETAC has changed its source for ICT expertise (which will ultimately result in signifigant savings over the duration of the contract). Once stability is achieved with the new version of the application, a programme of work is being developed including the electronic storage of CVs, online processing of student records etc. 



	Sustainability of support to individual programmes

	Produce guidelines on the level of support to providers
	September 2006

	Identify where the standards development process might be used to help a range of providers
	Ongoing

	(2)  Actions

	A specific briefing package has been prepared for all prospective providers. Among other matters this clarifies the level of interaction and support that they can expect from HETAC. 
HETAC is also preparing a new policy document on the process of engagement with new providers, which will address issues of corporate governance along side academic governance.  A policy document will be submitted to Council in December 2007 following review of arrangements and consultation.

A significant group of recent provider inquiries has come from the area of complementary therapies. HETAC has instituted a generic standards development process (launched on January 19th, 2007) to support these providers.

	Variability of programme validation processes

	The operational processes for programme accreditation will be reviewed to ensure that panels are focused on academic risk
	October 2006

	Policy on periodic review and re-accreditation of programmes will be reviewed, and its relationship to institutional review examined, particularly in the case of providers with a very small number of programmes
	March 2007



	(3)  Actions 

	The briefing for panel members by the executive identifies areas of academic risk identified in the programme proposals. Records of periodic review and re-accreditation of programmes are currently being collated to feed into a review of the policy.

	Publication of reports

	All programme validation decisions from 2005 onwards are published on the HETAC website
	June 2006

	All institutions undergoing reviews and all participating reviewers are informed that future review reports will be published and a notification to this effect is placed on the HETAC website
	June 2006

	All reports, including programme validation reports, will be published
	July 2006

	Publication of reports, by providers, including programme validation   and review, will be monitored
	September 2006

	(4)  Actions

	All decisions from 2005 onwards have been published (July 2006). To date these are contained in the minutes of the relevant committee of Council. The programme database is currently being enhanced with a view to providing a web interface to search for accredited programmes.  All review participants are informed of the intention to publish reports and this is noted on the HETAC website (June 2006). The website is being upgraded to facilitate the timely publication of the programme validation reports. HETAC has informed designated providers of the requirement to publish validation reports and discussed the formats for such reports. Monitoring is informal at present but will be incorporated into the process of updating Orders in Council once the new Academic Committee of Council begins operations.


	Response to additional advice (Page 6)

	HETAC adopted a new policy of promotion of awards in March 2006 (7.2).  It has since completed a tendering process for specialist services to support the implementation of this policy
	March 2006

	A major advertising campaign was undertaken in Autumn 2006. 
However, it has not been possible to progress this given the reduction in the financial allocation to HETAC.  In addition, agreement has been reached that the approach to advertising for HETAC, FETAC and NQAI is to be co-ordinated to reflect the importance of the NFQ and talks are ongoing in this regard between the three bodies.

	HETAC will review processes relating to the validation and quality assurance of overseas programmes (7.3).  There has been considerable development in international practice in this field and HETAC will take this into consideration before adopting new policies and processes
	March 2007

	Consultation with the sector commenced in January 2007. 
A draft document was submitted to Academic Committee at its October 2007 meeting. 

	The initial direct awards have been undertaken as pilot cases, without significant attention to the resource implications of making direct awards (8.2).  These cases have served as “proof of concept”.  Before any large scale promotion of this function is undertaken an overall policy and business plan for the direct awarding function will be developed
	April 2007

	Further pilot cases, particularly at lower levels, are revealing other important issues about direct awards. HETAC is collaborating with NQAI and others in an OECD review of Irish practice on the recognition of prior learning. The overall policy and business plan will draw on this review to be completed later in 2007.  

	Further work on standards for fields of learning will be undertaken as demand arises (9.1).  Such demand comes from providers, regulators and professional bodies.  At present HETAC is in discussion with interested parties regarding the possibility of setting standards for fields related to the Buildings Control Bill (2006)
	As required

	Standards for complementary therapies were drafted and published for consultation. A note on the responses to this consultation process was presented to Council.
Standards for architecture have been discussed with the RIAI in its new role as statutory regulator.

	The exhortation to minimise bureaucracy and ambiguity in research degree procedures is rightly balanced by the need to maintain confidence in the research training activity of HETAC providers (9.4). HETAC also wishes to avoid changing the processes while providers are in the midst of adopting and implementing them.  It is proposed to review them in 2007 and make any desired changes following that review.
	2007

	The registration of research degrees is being progressively relaxed. In 2005/06 each individual candidate’s programme was approved by a HETAC appointed panel. In 2006/07 the institutional process was approved by a HETAC panel. This progressive lightening of the regime in response to growing institutional capacity in the sector and confidence in the quality of the research programmes has been welcomed by the institutions. 

	The review of institutional quality assurance is the major new process to be commenced in 2006 (11.3). The details of the process are being finalised and a draft schedule of reviews will be published in June 2006.  A workshop for providers preparing for review will be held in September 2006. 
	2006

	The institutional review process developed in 2004/2005 is now considered to be overtaken by changes in what is expected of institutional quality assurance, in particular the introduction of the European Standards and Guidelines. 

A draft policy was considered by Council at its September 2007 meeting, to lead to public consultation and expected implementation in 2008.

	HETAC will continue its efforts to build up the national system for access, transfer and progression (13.5).  In order to develop statistical evidence on the effectiveness of procedures for access, transfer and progression, HETAC is undertaking changes to its learner record system.  The Personal Public Services Number (PPSN) will be used as a unique identifier for all records from September 2006.
	September 2006

	The changes have been made to the learner record system and all providers are required to provide PPSN in their 2006/07 returns.

	HETAC will provide feedback to reviewers on the final disposition of all review processes (20.2) from June 2006
	June 2006

	This is now standard practice.


	Institutions are required to document responses to reviews and provide follow-up plans, the implementation of which are to be monitored by HETAC (20.3). HETAC has already implemented such planning and monitoring in the case of delegated authority reviews (from February 2006)
	From 

February 2006

	The interim committee of Council considered a report on the first institutional monitoring visit in January 2007.

	The support for enhancement and system-wide analysis is becoming more systematic with the introduction of the development team within HETAC’s organisational structure (22.1).  The activities are being co-ordinated in an annual plan currently in preparation, to be made public in June 2006
	June 2006

	HETAC has carried out a disseminated system wide analysis of external examiners practice (October 2006). A major project on national experience in practice-based research degrees is currently under way.

HETAC has just completed its element of the 2006 First Destinations Survey and it is planned to disseminate the results within the sector in early October 2007.

	The requirement for continuing human resource development to adapt the changing demands on the organisation is recognised (26.1).  HETAC will further extend its performance management and development system (PDMS) and this framework will inform human resource planning.
	Ongoing

	HRD formed part of the Council’s programme under the national agreement, Towards 2016 presented in January 2007.

	While the Panel acknowledged HETAC’s commitment to full and open consultation, the management of consultation processes might be improved (16.2).  HETAC intends to produce an annual schedule of intended policy developments and associated consultation processes (July 2006)
	July 2006

	Given the uncertainty over the duration of the hiatus between appointments to the Council and the consequent inability to predict the timescale for policy approval, the Executive decided not to publish such a schedule in 2006. 
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