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Introduction

There is a continuing need for a quality-assured higher education system in Ireland benchmarked against European and international standards to ensure the continuing international competitiveness of the Higher Education sector. The ongoing accessibility and availability of information and data associated with and arising from internal and external quality reviews is essential if the quality of the Irish Higher Education experience is to be recognised nationally and internationally by stakeholders and the general public at large. The Irish Universities Quality Board (IUQB) will continue to strive to provide robust independent evidence to confirm the excellence of the Irish university experience in an accessible and informative manner.

Two significant changes that IUQB would wish to see made to Irish Higher Education (related to quality assurance in Irish universities)

1. Development of an integrated quality assurance system for universities

Background

Since the passage of the Universities Act (1997), Irish Universities have made significant progress in relation to the development of an internal culture of quality. This has included:

· The evaluation (on two occasions, in some cases) of academic disciplinary units (departments/schools),  interdisciplinary/faculty-wide programmes and support services in the seven Irish universities by national/international panels and the publication of the outcomes of these evaluations (reviews.iuqb.net)

· The development, in conjunction with the IUQB, of National Guidelines of Good Practice in key areas such as the organisation of:

· PhD programmes

· Student Support Services

· Institutional Research

· Strategic Planning

· An increased emphasis on quality improvement and enhancement arising from the outcomes of internally and externally organised evaluations

· The participation by students at all levels of university governance related to quality assurance

· The establishment of centres to support the development of excellence in teaching and learning

· The systematic evaluation by students of the quality of study programmes

· The use of teaching portfolios/evidence-based attestations of teaching excellence for promotions

· The development of presidential awards for teaching excellence
· The closer alignment of quality assurance and strategic planning processes

· The emerging development of data management and institutional research capacities
In 2005, the Review of Quality Assurance in Irish Universities conducted by the Institutional Evaluation Programme of the European University Association (EUA) on behalf of IUQB and the Higher Education Authority concluded that the “systematic organisation and promotion of quality assurance at the initiative of the universities themselves was, in the opinion of the EUA teams, unparalleled in any other country in Europe, or indeed in the United States and Canada.”.

The most recent international confirmation of the quality assurance processes in Irish universities being successfully benchmarked against European standards occurred earlier this year when, following a review by national/international experts in 2008, the Irish Universities Quality Board (IUQB)  (the body established by the seven Irish universities in 2002 to oversee their external quality assurance arrangements), was accepted for full membership of the European Association for Quality Assurance in Higher Education (ENQA) thereby fulfilling the requirements for an independent quality assurance agency. 

This was a very important step for IUQB as it places the organisation on a similar footing as the statutory bodies responsible for quality assurance of Irish Higher Education (HETAC, NQAI and HEA). It is also an international validation that IUQB’s governance, processes and procedures are operating in line with the European Standards and Guidelines. In 2009, IUQB ratified a timetable for the 2nd cycle of reviews which will operate from 2009-12 termed Institutional Review of Irish Universities (IRIU). The first review of a university under this second cycle will occur in Autumn 2009 using a team of national and international experts, including a learner representative and employer/external stakeholder. 

Objective

· The development of a sound balance between internal and external quality assurance processes based on respecting the fitness for purpose principle that is at the core of quality assurance

Changes Required

· The production of a template (with agreed common headings) for internal (university-organised) quality review reports and a summary report tailored to non-specialist audiences such as prospective and current students, parents and employers

· A cycle of programme reviews integrated within and complementing the departmental/school review system incorporating mechanisms to assess the actual attainment of programme learning outcomes

· Development of an academic infrastructure including an agreed code of practice in relation to

·  The approval of new programmes

· The annual monitoring and periodic review of existing programmes

· A modernisation of the external examiner system to incorporate the assessment of intended learning outcomes in line with national and international benchmarks

Obstacles/barriers to change

· Danger that the system could become overly-bureaucratised and burdensome if not made smart and fit-for -purpose

· Fear of the imposition of a “one-size fits all” (rather than a “fit-for-purpose”) quality system for all higher education that may arise from the amalgamation of quality assurance agencies

· Danger that ‘professionalisation’ of the external examiner system would compromise the efficient (and low-cost) historical elements involving peer review and quality improvement

· Inertia in relation to change

· Lack of flexibility in interpreting legislative quality requirements

2. Improvement of Higher Education Data Quality

Background

There is a steadily growing interest amongst students and all stakeholders of higher education and the public at large in accessing detailed and reliable information on the quality of individual study programmes, faculties and higher education institutions. In the past number of years, there has been significant progress in the availability of data about the outputs of the Irish higher education sector.

In the recent communiqué of ministers responsible for higher education in the European Higher Education Area (EHEA) in Leuven and Louvain-la-Neuve, there was agreement in relation to the necessity for improved and enhanced data collection to monitor progress in the areas of employability and mobility, as well as other policy areas that will serve as a basis for both stocktaking and benchmarking as part of the Bologna Process.

There are several current international initiatives designed to develop mechanisms for providing more detailed information about higher education institutions across the EHEA to make their diversity more transparent. 

Objectives/changes

· Such mechanisms, including those helping higher education systems and institutions to identify and compare their respective strengths, should be developed in close consultation with the key stakeholders.

· These transparency tools should relate closely to the principles of the Bologna Process, in particular quality assurance and recognition and

· They must be based on comparable data and adequate indicators to describe the diverse profiles of higher education institutions and their programmes
· They must provide qualitative as well as quantitative information

· They must provide up-to-date information and a wider range of source material

· This must involve the development of more complete information about the student experience and the student profile

· Indicators must be developed relating to the wider range of activities of a university

Obstacles/barriers to change

· Fear that quantitative elements will result in the utilisation of arbitrary elements using unreliable or incomplete data leading to inconsistent application and inappropriate ranking

· Fear that the use of such data will take no account of differing missions or activities

· Fear that the results of external quality assurance procedures will be used by third parties for purposes that were not originally intended

· A mismatch of design between quality assurance procedures and the usage of its results could potentially compromise the value of the results of external quality assurance

Concluding comment

The Board and Executive of IUQB very much welcome this opportunity for consultation and commit to supporting the development and evolution of the National Strategy on Higher Education.

