Quality assurance procedures

Section D:

Subject level review

Purpose
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Courses offered by the University are subject to annual monitoring, which provides a vehicle for course leaders and departments to reflect upon the operation of the courses within their remit.  Subject level review takes a broader and more long-term perspective of the academic health and development of a subject grouping of courses and is undertaken on a periodic basis.  The outcomes from subject level reviews contribute to the University’s strategic planning and overall quality management as well as providing preparation for scrutiny by external agencies such as the Quality Assurance Agency and professional bodies.  
Scope
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The Quality Unit will work in association with academic departments to determine how courses will be grouped into subject areas, which might be cross-departmental or formed from sub-sets of departmental offerings.  Each subject grouping will be reviewed, the review focussing upon:

· the overall development of the subject area and plans for future course developments/deletions in relation to external developments within the discipline;

· links between and across courses;

· development and currency of the curriculum, the impact of research and staff development on the curriculum and the cumulative effect of course modifications;

· the effectiveness of teaching and learning strategies, identification of best practice, sharing of best practice across courses, peer review of teaching;

· the continuing appropriateness of aims/learning outcomes in the light of external subject developments;

· student achievement across the subject area;

· themes arising from external examiner reports and subject area responses;

· themes arising from student feedback and subject area responses;

· feedback from employers, professional bodies, subject review reports and any other external engagements;

· marketing and recruitment strategies in relation to external developments and feedback.

Frequency and timing
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Each subject area will be reviewed periodically (normally every three to six years) according to a schedule established by the Quality Unit in consultation with heads of academic departments and subject leaders.  In determining the schedule, the timing of internal department reviews and any known external reviews is taken into account and the schedule is approved by the Quality and Standards Committee.  If exceptional circumstances require the deferral of a subject level review, permission for such a deferral must be sought by the Head of Department from the Quality and Standards Committee.  Any request for a deferral must clearly state the reasons for the request.  In some circumstances, the Quality and Standards Committee or Academic Board may require a review earlier than scheduled.

Objectives
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The objectives of a subject level review are:

· to identify the strengths and weaknesses of the subject area;

· to identify and disseminate good practice;

· to review the quality of teaching and research as demonstrated in the critical analysis of evidence put forward in the review documentation;

· to review curriculum development within the subject area;

· to review student achievement within the subject area;

· to consider the effectiveness of the subject area’s links with the broader subject community.

The review process
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For each subject area to be reviewed, a review planning meeting is arranged by the Quality Unit.  The meeting involves the secretary to the review panel, the subject leader, the relevant Head(s) of Department, the Chair of the review panel and any key academic staff who the Head(s) of Department determines should be involved.  At the meeting, the following matters are agreed:

· the timetable for the review;

· the scope of the review;

· the details of the review documentation;

· the structure of the review event and who the panel will need to meet.

The meeting also provides an opportunity for those involved to ensure that they have a common understanding of what needs to be done to meet the University’s expectations with regard to the review of the subject area.
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Following the initial planning meeting, it is expected that the secretary to the review panel and the Head(s) of Department/subject leader will be in regular contact so that the development process is as smooth and positive as possible.
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The appointment of the review panel is overseen by the Quality Unit Leader.  The membership of the review panel is defined in appendix 1 (Constitution and Conduct of Validation and Review Panels).
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The documentation requirements for a subject level review centre around a self-evaluation document (SED).  The precise content of the SED is for the subject area to determine, bearing in mind the range and balance of provision, but a list of indicative content is provided in appendix 5.  The SED should be evaluative rather than merely descriptive and should cite the sources of evidence on which any evaluations are made.  In preparing the SED, the subject area may find it helpful to consider the following questions:

· What are we doing?

· Why are we doing it this way?

· Why do we think this is the best way of doing it?

· How do we know it works?

· How do we improve it?

Supplementary descriptive material can be made available alongside the SED for circulation in advance of the review event or at the time of the event.  The details will be agreed at the review planning meeting.
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The Head of Department or nominee is responsible for ensuring that the SED is drafted, approved by the relevant departmental Quality Committee and forwarded to the University’s Quality Unit by the agreed deadline.  The Quality Unit then circulates the SED to panel members in sufficient time for members to consider it fully and submit any comments in advance of the review.  Comments submitted by panel members will be shared with the subject leader in advance of the review and will shape the detailed agenda for the review.
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The review event takes place normally over one day, during which the panel holds discussions with staff from the subject area, with a representative group of students and, where the SED suggests that this would be appropriate, with staff from other areas with which the subject area has an interface (eg Learning and Teaching).  On the day of the review, the subject area should make available to the panel the sources of evidence cited in the SED and any supporting descriptive information (eg annual monitoring reports (incorporating Subject Standards Board reports, or extracts from them), specially commissioned periodic reports from Standards Boards, departmental teaching and learning strategy, staff development reports).  The precise structure of the day will have been agreed at the review planning meeting (see D5 above).  The structure will allow for discussions, reading time for the panel and private panel meetings.  At the end of the review, the panel feeds back a summary of its main conclusions to subject area staff.
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By the end of the review event, the review panel will:

· formulate a peer judgement regarding the academic health of the subject area;

· make recommendations concerning any actions to be taken by the subject area (or elsewhere in the University) arising from its conclusions (including timings if appropriate);

· identify any areas of good practice for commendation and wider dissemination within the University;

· give broad guidance on the timing of the next review.
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Where further actions are recommended, it is the responsibility of the Head of Department to ensure that a report is made to the Quality and Standards Committee detailing the action taken.  Where actions are required of other areas/departments, the Head of Department should draw together responses from those areas/departments for incorporation within his/her action report.

The review report
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The secretary to the review event will draft a report which is circulated to panel members for comment and to the department for comment on factual accuracy.  The confirmed report is then submitted to the Quality and Standards Committee, which recommends the review to Academic Board for approval.  Academic Board may approve it or refer it back.  A report may only be referred back to the review panel on the following grounds:

(a) that there has been a failure on the part of the review panel to comply with the procedures for review; or

(b) that, based on the discussions reported in the review report, the panel’s recommendations are inappropriate.
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In the circumstances of a referral back, the Chair of the Academic Board will seek a resolution of the matter with the Chair of the review panel, who may consult with other members of the review panel as he/she deems necessary.  The outcome is reported to the Academic Board for approval, and Academic Board’s decision is final.
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The review panel’s confirmed report, together with any comments from the Quality and Standards Committee, will be made available to the Academic Development Committee to inform its work on overall academic planning.  Individual review reports will also be made available more broadly in the University on request as a developmental opportunity for other staff.  At the end of each academic session, the Quality and Standards Committee will prepare an overview of the reviews which have taken place during the session, drawing out any common themes, for the information of Academic Board.

Records
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A copy of the SED, the review report and any reports of subsequent action will be held in the Academic Partnerships and Audit Office.  The Quality Unit will ensure that any outcomes of subject level reviews which result in the need for amendments to course literature are followed through, with a central record of the revised literature being held.

