The National Qualifications Authority of Ireland and its compliance to the Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the European Higher Education Area
Background
The Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the European Higher Education Area were developed under the Bologna Process by the European Association for Quality Assurance in Higher Education (ENQA), in association with the European University Association (EUA), the European Association of Institutions in Higher Education (EURASHE) and the National Unions of Students in Europe (ESIB).
  They were formally adopted by the Ministers responsible for higher education in the European Higher Education Area at their meeting in Bergen in May 2005.  They establish standards and guidelines for

· Internal quality assurance within higher education institutions

· External quality assurance of higher education

· External quality assurance of agencies.

The National Qualifications Authority of Ireland is currently undertaking a Quality Review, which has been commissioned by the Department of Education and Science, in association with the Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment.
   The third strand of this review seeks to evaluate the extent to which the Authority, in the performance of its relevant functions, complies with the Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the European Higher Education Area i.e., the European standards for external quality assurance agencies. There are eight such standards, and this document sets out draft compliance statements for each of them for the purpose of gathering feedback from key stakeholders.  This feedback will inform the Authority’s self-evaluation in relation to strand three of the quality review.

The document is arranged in three sections.  Section 1 provides a brief context-setting introduction to the Qualifications Authority’s quality assurance roles and functions, particularly as they relate to higher education and training.  Section 2 sets out the Authority’s draft compliance statement for the first European standard for external quality assurance agencies ‘Use of external quality assurance procedures for higher education’.  The standard requires agencies to take into account the presence and effectiveness of external quality assurance processes described in Part 2 of the European Standards and Guidelines. To demonstrate compliance to standard 1, therefore, draft compliance statements are presented in relation to each of the external quality assurance procedures, as set out in Part 2 of the European Standards and Guidelines. Section 3 of this document sets out draft compliance statements for the remaining European standards for external quality assurance agencies, i.e., standards 2-8.  
Stakeholders are invited to respond to and comment upon each of the draft compliance statements set out in this document. 
*****
Section I: The National Qualifications Authority of Ireland and quality assurance in Irish higher education and training: the contexts
The use of quality assurance and quality improvement processes within the Irish education and training system has been a matter of fundamental concern to the National Qualifications Authority of Ireland since its establishment in 2001.  There are two distinct, but related, reasons for this concern, both of which relate to the organisation’s statutory roles and functions as set out in the objects of the Authority under the Qualifications Act. The first object of the Qualifications Authority is to establish and maintain a framework of qualifications ‘for the development, recognition and award of qualifications in the State …. based on standards of knowledge, skill or competence to be acquired by learners’.
  The National Framework of Qualifications was launched by the Qualifications Authority in 2003, following a development process which involved extensive consultation with a wide range of stakeholders. At the outset of this development process, and it was a matter which all major stakeholders considered vital, the Authority identified ‘quality’ as one of the fundamental values and principles upon which the Framework would be built.
  It was also recognised, however, that operationalising this quality principle in the Framework would necessarily be a complex process, given that the legal responsibility for assuring the quality of awards in the Framework, and the education and training provision leading to them, is shared by a variety of awarding bodies, providers of education and training and regulatory authorities, who function within distinct sectors or parts of sectors in the broader education and training system, and within distinct quality assurance traditions and cultures.  As the custodian of the Framework and its values, the Authority has a legitimate interest in engaging with all of these bodies and organisations in order to promote a consistent and internationally recognised quality culture across the system, for it is upon the existence of such a quality culture that the utility and credibility of the Framework – as a tool both for comparing, contrasting and recognising qualifications, and for opening up diverse learning opportunities for prospective learners – ultimately  rests.  

The Qualifications Authority’s concern with ‘whole-system’ quality assurance has been particularly marked in relation to higher education and training where, under the aegis of the Irish Higher Education Quality Network, it has worked in a collaborative and creative manner with all the principal national stakeholders to promote a shared quality culture across the system.  The network provides a forum for discussion of quality assurance issues and for the dissemination of best practice in quality assurance amongst practitioners and policy makers.  It also endeavours, where appropriate, to develop common national principles and approaches to quality assurance in Irish higher education and training.  The Authority has been an active member of the network since the network was founded in 2003, and acts as its permanent secretariat.  
The Qualifications Authority’s concern with ‘whole-system’ quality assurance in Irish higher education and training is also informed and driven by international policy developments, particularly in relation to the Bologna Process.  The emergence of the overarching Framework of Qualifications of the European Higher Education Area in 2005, for example, and the related requirement that Bologna member states should not only develop their own national frameworks of qualifications, but should also self-certify the compatibility of their national frameworks to the Bologna Framework, has been particularly significant in this regard.  One of the criteria for verifying the compatibility of national frameworks to the Bologna Framework is that the national quality assurance systems for higher education refer to the national framework of qualifications and are consistent with the quality assurance developments within the Bologna Process.  Through its role in overseeing this verification process, and its ongoing work in facilitating the implementation of the National Framework of Qualifications, the Qualifications Authority has been able to promote and support a collaborative, and mutually enriching, approach amongst the three separate, but linked systems of quality assurance in Irish higher education – the universities’ system, the HETAC system, and the system under which the Dublin Institute of Technology operates – especially within the context of the Irish Higher Education Quality Network.  As a result, Ireland was well positioned to become one of the first countries to self-certify the compatibility of its national framework with the Bologna Framework, a task which was completed in November 2006 in an open, reliable and confident manner.
  

It is clear from the foregoing that there are significant national and international policy initiatives underpinning the Qualifications Authority’s engagement with quality assurance matters.  Few of these initiatives have run their course yet.  Indeed in the upcoming years there are likely to be new initiatives, particularly in the area of joining up quality assurance processes across further/vocational education and higher education, developments which will take place both at a national level, in the context of the implementation of the National Framework of Qualifications, and at a European level, through the implementation of the European Qualifications Framework for Lifelong Learning.  The Qualifications Authority is well placed to take a lead role in coordinating such initiatives, and it therefore entirely appropriate that it should continue to embrace its statutory role as a quality assurance agency, and that it should actively participate in policy and practice debates on quality assurance, both at a European and national level. To maintain its credibility in this arena, it is essential that the Qualifications Authority should submit itself to an external review in order to demonstrate its compliance with the European Standards and Guidelines, and in order to retain its membership of the European Association for Quality Assurance in Higher Education (ENQA). The Authority is currently a candidate member of ENQA and to acquire full membership will have to submit itself, under ENQA regulations, to an external review before December 2007.  Strand 3 of the current Quality Review has been designed with this end in mind.       
The second reason for the Qualifications Authority’s concern with quality assurance matters stems from its second object under the Act.  Here, the Authority has been given the task of establishing and promoting ‘the maintenance and improvement of the standards of awards’ within further and higher education and training, other than in the existing universities.
  The Qualifications Authority seeks to realise this object in all aspects of its work, whether this be through the establishment and maintenance of the National Framework of Qualifications, or through the promotion and facilitation of access, transfer and progression opportunities for learners throughout the span of education provision.  Yet, notwithstanding this, the Qualifications Authority has also been given, through the Act, a series of specific quality assurance functions, which complement and underpin the object of maintaining and improving the standards of awards in further and higher education and training.  These functions relate primarily to the two awards Councils – the Higher Education and Training Awards Council and the Further Education and Training Awards Council – and the Dublin Institute of Technology.  It is also the case that they will extend to any future universities established under section 9 of the Universities Act 1997.
  The range and extent of these functions are as follows: 

· Under section 8(2)(c) of the Act, the Qualifications Authority is to establish procedures for the performance by the awards Councils of their respective functions.  The Authority also sets the overall standards of the awards of the Councils (section 7(b)) and sets procedures for access, transfer and progression (section 8(2)(d))  [the Councils are then responsible for ensuring that the access, transfer and progression procedures are implemented by the many providers of education and training within their respective sectors].  The Authority also has the role of approving, subject to any modifications it may determine, the plans of the Councils (section 58).  In addition, under sections 17 or 27 of the Act, the Authority may hear appeals by providers against refusal or withdrawal of validation of a programme by either of the two Councils. 
· The Authority also has a review role in relation to the performance by the Councils of their functions and following such a review has the power to require the Councils to implement any recommendations determined by the Authority (section 9).  In addition, the Authority also has a role in agreeing the procedures and criteria for a review in relation to the delegation of authority to a provider by either of the Councils and in agreeing with the Councils the final outcome of any such review (sections 19 and 29), and may also hear appeals by providers against withdrawal of delegated authority.

 
With regard to the Dublin Institute of Technology, the functions are as follows:

· Under section 39 of the Qualifications Act, the Dublin Institute of Technology is to establish, having regard to existing procedures, procedures for quality assurance for the purpose of improving and maintaining the quality of the education and training programmes provided by the Institute.  The Institute is obliged to agree these procedures with the Authority.  The Authority shall also consider the finding arising out of the application of these agreed procedures and may make recommendations to the Institute, which the Institute will implement.

· The Authority will also periodically review, in consultation with the Institute, the effectiveness of these procedures, and the implementation by the Institute of the findings arising out of their application.  The results of the periodic reviews are published by the Authority.
As well as the above functions, the Authority will also acquire additional quality assurance functions with regard to any new universities that may be established under section 9 of the Universities Act 1997 (Qualifications Act, section 42).  These functions would involve agreeing quality assurance procedures with a new university; considering the findings arising out the application of these procedures and, following this, making recommendations to the same universities; and reviewing the effectiveness of the agreed procedures on a periodic basis. Finally, the Authority has also a consultative role with the Higher Education Authority in relation to the latter body’s quality assurance review role for the existing universities (section 40(5)).
It is clear from the above description of its statutory functions that quality assurance is at the heart of the Authority’s work and that, taken together, they also form a substantial part of the national system of quality assurance in Irish higher education and training.  In this context, it is legitimate for the Authority to designate itself a quality assurance agency in the Irish higher education and training context, and to seek to demonstrate its compliance to the new European standards for external quality assurance agencies.  While the Qualifications Authority considers the broader policy context relevant to any evaluation of its compliance to the European Standards for external quality assurance agencies, it is also the case that the evaluation will have particular regard to the quality assurance functions that the Authority exercises under the Act.  
Section II: European standards and guidelines for external quality assurance agencies – Standard 1

Standard 1: Use of external quality assurance procedures for higher education

Standard:

The external quality assurance of agencies should take into account the presence and effectiveness of the external quality assurance processes described in Part 2 of the European Standards and Guidelines. 
Guidelines:
 

The standards for external quality assurance contained in Part 2 provide a valuable basis for the external quality assessment process. The standards reflect best practices and experiences gained through the development of external quality assurance in Europe since the early 1990s. It is therefore important that these standards are integrated into the processes applied by external quality assurance agencies towards the higher education institutions. 

 

The standards for external quality assurance should together with the standards for external quality assurance agencies constitute the basis for professional and credible external quality assurance of higher education institutions.

Qualifications Authority compliance to Standard 1

Each of the external quality assurance procedures established in Part 2 of the European Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the European Higher Education Area is set out below.  Under each procedure there is a statement of compliance setting out how the Authority takes into account the presence and effectiveness of these processes in its quality assurance work.

(i) Use of internal quality assurance procedures
External quality assurance procedures should take into account the effectiveness of the internal quality assurance processes described in Part 1 of the European Standards and Guidelines. 

Authority Statement of compliance:

At a system level the Authority has encouraged the development of common approaches to quality assurance/quality improvement in Irish higher education through the Irish Higher Education Quality Network.  In May 2005, the IHEQN agreed principles of good practice for quality assurance / quality improvement in Irish higher education and training, which are compatible with the European Standards and Guidelines.
 With regard to agreeing new quality assurance procedures with the Dublin Institute of Technology, both the Authority and the Institute are mindful of the need to ensure compatibility with the European Standards and Guidelines. New procedures were agreed in January 2007, which make provision for all the elements of internal quality assurance set out in Part 1 of the European Standards and Guidelines, including approval, monitoring and periodic review of programmes, assessment of students, quality assurance of teaching staff, learning resources and student support and information systems.  The new procedures formally acknowledge this compatibility.  The overarching procedures established by the Authority for the Higher Education and Training Awards Council in September 2005, make provision for internal quality assurance within the HETAC system.  They set out that 

· The Council will have regard to the role of providers of higher education and training which is set out in the Act and which provides, inter alia, for providers taking responsibility for their own assessment and quality assurance processes.
As a member of ENQA, and as the first external quality assurance agency to be reviewed against the European Standards and Guidelines, the Council operates this procedure in accordance with Part 1 of the same standards and guidelines.     
****

(ii) Development of external quality assurance processes
The aims and objectives of quality assurance processes should be determined before the processes themselves are developed, by all those responsible (including higher education institutions) and should be published with a description of the procedures to be used.
Authority Statement of Compliance: 

In the two, principal external quality assurance reviews undertaken by the Authority to date – the review of effectiveness of the quality assurance procedures of the Dublin Institute of Technology, and the review of the performance by the Higher Education and Training Awards Council of its functions – the aims and objectives were pre-determined, following discussion with both bodies and consultation with other key stakeholders.  Terms of reference and protocols for both reviews, which also set out the procedures to be followed, were published ahead of the commencement of both reviews.

****

(iii) Criteria for decisions 

Any formal decisions made as a result of an external quality assurance activity should be based on explicit published criteria that are applied consistently.
Authority Statement of Compliance:

There are three quality-related processes which involve the Authority in a formal decision making capacity. In the delegation of authority to make awards process, which is primarily a function of the Higher Education and Training Awards Council, the Authority has an agreement role with the Council in relation to the outcomes of reviews of delegations.  The criteria and procedures for delegation of authority to make awards, the latest version of which were agreed by the Authority and Council in February 2004, are published. The Authority also has two formal appeals roles in respect of the work of the Council. Under section 27 of the Qualifications Act, the Authority may hear appeals by providers against refusal or withdrawal of validation of a programme by the Council. Procedures for hearing such appeals, and the grounds upon which they may be made, have been established by the Authority and published on its website.  No appeals have been made to date.  Under section 29 of the Act, the Authority may hear appeals by providers against the withdrawal of delegated authority. Procedures for hearing such appeals, and the grounds upon which they may be made, have been established by the Authority and published on its website. No appeals have been made to date.  
****
(iv) Processes fit for purpose
All external quality assurance processes should be designed specifically to ensure their fitness to achieve the aims and objectives set for them.

Authority Statement of Compliance:

All of the quality assurance processes undertaken by the Authority are designed to achieve the specific aims and objectives set for them.  With regard to the review of effectiveness of the quality assurance of the Dublin Institute of Technology, for example, the avowed aim of the review was to facilitate the Institute to further develop its own internal quality culture, and to enable it to develop and internalise the links between its internal quality processes and the strategic development of the Institute. To this end, and following discussions with the Institute, the Authority decided that at this juncture an appropriate approach to the review would be to utilise the institutional evaluation programme of the European University Association.  The EUA were commissioned therefore to undertake the review on the Authority’s behalf, though a number of elements of the EUA’s standard review process were customised to satisfy particular statutory requirements, such as ensuring that the Authority had an appropriate input intothe final outcomes of the review.

The review of HETAC was also carefully designed with the aims and objectives of the review firmly in mind.  In this instance, the challenge was to combine the statutory requirement for a review of the performance by the Council of its statutory functions, with the new ENQA membership requirement that all member quality assurance agencies should undergo a review to determine the extent of their compliance with the European Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the EHEA. To ensure that both of these objectives were realised, the Authority consulted extensively with the Council and other key stakeholders.  In addition, the Authority undertook an overview of national and international practice concerning the external review of agencies with a substantial role in quality assurance in higher education, and review practices concerning public sector agencies in Ireland.  The overview was published ahead of the review.  The terms of reference for the review and the review process employed were developed with reference to the research on current practice and the feedback from the consultation process.         
****

(v) Reporting

Reports should be published and should be written in a style which is clear and readily accessible to its intended readership. Any decisions, commendations or recommendations contained in reports should be easy for a reader to find. 

Authority Statement of Compliance:

The Authority is committed to publishing informative reports and has signed up to the following principle of good practice, with fellow practitioners and policy makers, under the auspices of the Irish Higher Education Quality Network:
· Bodies responsible for the activation and administration of reviews publish the outcomes of all reviews. Reports are written in a style which is clear and readily accessible to the intended readership. Any decisions, commendations or recommendations contained in reports are easy for a reader to find.

All reviews undertaken by the Authority to date have been published.  The Authority is also continuing to work with stakeholders in the Irish Higher Education Quality Network, to further develop good practice with regard to the publication of reviews.  A working group within the network is currently working on the development of a new set of principles of good practice on ‘follow-up’, including publication of reports, in quality reviews.  

****

(vi) Follow-up procedures
Quality assurance processes which contain recommendations for action or which require a subsequent action plan, should have a predetermined follow-up procedure which is implemented consistently.

Authority Statement of Compliance:
The Authority is strongly committed to having robust follow-up procedures in-built into its quality assurance processes.  In both of the statutory reviews undertaken to date, those pertaining to DIT and HETAC,  the review outcomes have included the publication of responses from the review subject in the form of detailed action plans.  These action plans are also monitored periodically thereafter, on an agreed basis with the review subjects.  The same approach will inform the Authority’s response to the Department of Education and Science on its own review.  In addition, the Authority has also signed up to the following principle of good practice, with fellow practitioners and policy makers, under the auspices of the Irish Higher Education Quality Network:

· Predetermined follow-up procedures exist for acting upon reports, implementing recommendations for action, or developing an action plan. These follow-up procedures are implemented consistently and are publicly available.

The Authority is also continuing to work with stakeholders in the Irish Higher Education Quality Network, to further develop good practice in this area.  A working group within the network is currently working on the development of a new set of principles of good practice on ‘follow-up’ in quality reviews.  

****
(vii) Periodic reviews 

External quality assurance processes should be undertaken on a cyclical basis. The length of the cycle and the review procedures to be used should be clearly defined and published in advance.

Authority Statement of Compliance:

All of the Authority’s external review processes are undertaken on a cyclical basis.  In the case of the review of effectiveness of the quality assurance processes of the Dublin Institute of Technology, the cycle is established on a legislative basis. Under section 39 (3) of the Qualifications Act, the Authority is required to undertake such a review ‘not more than once in every three years and not less than once in every seven years’. With regard to the review of the performance by HETAC of its functions, the first review was completed in 2006. There is no stipulation in the Qualifications Act with regard to the timing and frequency of these reviews.  In line with the European Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the EHEA, and the membership requirements of the European Association for Quality Assurance in Higher Education, it is anticipated that they will take place on a cyclical basis at least once every five years. 
****

(viii) System-wide analyses

Quality assurance agencies should produce from time to time summary reports describing and analysing the general findings of their reviews, evaluations, assessments etc.

Authority Statement of Compliance:

There is no single agency responsible for external quality assurance in the Irish higher education and training system, and no system-wide analysis has been undertaken to date.  This is an area that might be fruitfully explored in the context of Irish Higher Education Quality Network as a collaborative project between the different agencies responsible for external quality assurance across the system.   
****

Questions for stakeholders

1. In the light of the above statements of compliance and the evidence presented to support them, do you think that the National Qualifications Authority of Ireland complies with standard 1 ‘Use of external quality assurance procedures for higher education’ in the European Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the European Higher Education Area?

2.
Please comment or give reasons for your answer?

Section III: European standards and guidelines for external quality assurance agencies: Nos. 2-8
Standard 2: Official status

Standard:

Agencies should be formally recognised by competent public authorities in the European Higher Education Area as agencies with responsibilities for external quality assurance and should have an established legal basis. They should comply with any requirements of the legislative jurisdictions within which they operate. 

Authority statement of compliance: 

The National Qualifications Authority of Ireland was established in February 2001 under an act of the Oireachtas, the Qualifications (Education and Training) Act 1999.  It is an independent corporate body, which operates under the aegis of the Department of Education and Science and the Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment.  The Authority itself has three principal objects which are set out in the Act: 
· the establishment and maintenance of a framework of qualifications for the development, recognition and award of qualifications based on standards of knowledge, skill or competence to be acquired by learners 

· the establishment and promotion of the maintenance and improvement of the standards of awards of the further and higher education and training sector, other than in the existing universities
· the promotion and facilitation of access, transfer and progression throughout the span of education and training provision. 

Related to these objects, especially object two, are a series of statutory, overarching and external quality assurance functions that pertain to the two awards Councils – the Higher Education and Training Awards Council and the Further Education and Training Awards Council – and the Dublin Institute of Technology.

****

Questions for stakeholders

2. In the light of the above statement of compliance and the evidence presented to support it, do you think that the  National Qualifications Authority of Ireland  complies with standard 2 ‘Official Status’ in the European Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the European Higher Education Area?

2.
Please give reasons for your answer?

Standard 3:  Activities
Standard:

Agencies should undertake external quality assurance activities (at institutional or programme level) on a regular basis.

Guidelines:

These may involve evaluation, review, audit, assessment, accreditation or other similar activities and should be part of the core functions of the agency.

Authority statement of compliance: 

The Authority’s higher education and training quality assurance activities, which are undertaken on a regular basis, may be grouped under the following headings:

· Establishing procedures for the performance by the Higher Education and Training Awards Council of its functions /Agreement of criteria and procedures with the Council for reviews in relation to delegation of authority and review of delegation of authority to make awards 
· Procedures are established, in consultation with the Council, on a periodic basis as the need arises.  Following its establishment on 11 June 2001, the Authority put in place transitional procedures for the Council during the early months of its existence (June-December 2001).  On 3 December 2001, the Authority put in place more permanent procedures for the performance by the Council of its functions, and these have been revised on two occasions since then (16 April 2003, 29 September 2005).  
· Criteria and procedures for delegation of authority and for the review of delegation of authority to make awards were agreed with the Council in April and June 2003; and revised criteria were agreed in February 2004. 
· Reviewing the performance by the Council of its functions

· The first review of the Council by the Authority was completed in July 2006.  There is no stipulation in the Qualifications Act with regard to the timing and frequency of these reviews.  In line with the European Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the EHEA, and the membership requirements of the European Association for Quality Assurance in Higher Education, it is anticipated that they will take place on a cyclical basis at least once every five years.

· Agreeing the outcomes of delegation reviews with the Higher Education and Training Awards Council

· From November 2003 to the present date, the Authority has considered and agreed the outcomes of sixteen delegation reviews undertaken by the Council.  As a result, delegation of authority to make awards has been granted by the Council to thirteen Institutes of Technology to at least Level 8 in the National Framework of Qualifications.  

· Agreeing the quality assurance procedures of the Dublin Institute of Technology 
· The Institute’s quality assurance procedures are agreed with the Authority, following consultation, as and when the need arises. Procedures were initially agreed in June 2002.  Revised procedures were agreed in January 2007.
· Consideration of the findings arising from the application of the quality assurance procedures of the Dublin Institute of Technology
· There is no stipulation in the Qualifications Act with regard to the timing and frequency of the Authority’s consideration of the Institute’s quality findings. Following consultation between the Institute and the Authority, an agreed approach was developed in February 2004.  The findings from the Institute’s programme validation and review processeses, as well as school and faculty reviews, are considered by the Authority on an annual basis, and overarching recommendations are made as appropriate.  As of February 2007, findings arising from the application of the quality assurance procedures were considered for the academic years 2002-3, 2003-4, 2004-5 and 2005-6. The agreed approach is kept under review by the Authority and the Institute.
· Review of effectiveness of the quality assurance procedures of the Dublin Institute of Technology

· Under section 39 (3) of the Qualifications Act, the Authority is required to review the effectiveness of the Institute’s quality assurance procedures ‘not more than once in every three years and not less than once in every seven years’.  In June 2004, and following consultation with the Institute, the Authority engaged the European University Association to undertake on its behalf the first review of effectiveness of the quality assurance procedures of the Dublin Institute of Technology.  The review was completed in June 2006.  Further reviews will be undertaken according to the timescales set out in the Qualifications Act. 
· Consultation with Higher Education Authority  in relation to its quality assurance review role for the universities 

· The HEA, together with Irish Universities Quality Board, commissioned and completed a review of the universities’ quality assurance procedures in 2004-5, in satisfaction of the respective quality assurance responsibilities of the HEA and each of the universities under the Universities Act 1997.  The review was undertaken by the European University Association on their behalves.  As part of the review, the HEA appointed a High-Level reference panel, the purpose of which was to provide the EUA review teams with an Irish context to the review, especially in relation to national social, economic and cultural needs and expectations, and to comment on the outcomes of the process at a sectoral level. The Qualifications Authority executive assisted the HEA in the secretariat for the High Level Reference panel in fulfillment of its consultative role in the universities’ review.
· Other quality activities

· As the statutory body responsible for developing and maintaining the Irish National Framework of Qualifications, and for overseeing the verification of its compatibility with the Framework of Qualifications for the European Higher Education Area (Bologna Framework), the Qualifications Authority has a general concern that all awards in the Framework are quality assured.  To this end, it works closely with the principal stakeholders – practitioners, policy makers, agencies and students – involved in quality assurance in Irish higher education and training, within the context of the Irish Higher Education Quality Network.  The network provides a forum for discussion of quality assurance issues amongst the principal national stakeholders involved in the quality assurance of higher education and training in Ireland; and for the dissemination of best practice in quality assurance amongst practitioners and policy makers involved in the Irish higher education and training sector.  It also endeavours, where appropriate, to develop common national principles and approaches to quality assurance in Irish higher education and training.  The network meets at least four times a year and the Authority executive provides a permanent secretariat.

****

Questions for stakeholders

1. In the light of the above statement of compliance and the evidence presented to support it, do you think that the National Qualifications Authority of Ireland complies with standard 3 ‘Activities’ in the European Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the European Higher Education Area?

2.
Please comment or give reasons for your answer?

Standard 4: Resources
Standard:

Agencies should have adequate and proportional resources, both human and financial, to enable them to organise and run their external quality assurance process(es) in an effective and efficient manner, with appropriate provision for the development of their processes and procedures.

Authority statement of compliance: 

In accordance with Section 11(1) of the Qualifications Act, the Authority is provided with a grant each year by the Oireachtas.  The organisation has a staff complement of seventeen and that is considered adequate to enable it to perform its statutory functions, including its external quality assurance functions, in an effective and efficient manner, based on the current scale of activities. The annual accounts of the Authority are audited by the Comptroller and Auditor General and are laid before the Houses of the Oireachtas and published.  The accounts for the years 2001 to 2005 have been approved to date.
****

Questions for stakeholders

1. In the light of the above statement of compliance and the evidence presented to support it, do you think that the National Qualifications Authority of Ireland  complies with standard 4 ‘Resources’ in the European Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the European Higher Education Area?

2.
Please comment or give reasons for your answer?

Standard 5: Mission statement

Standard:

Agencies should have clear and explicit goals and objectives for their work, contained in a publicly available statement. 

Guidelines:

These statements should describe the goals and objectives of agencies’ quality assurance processes, the division of labour with relevant stakeholders in higher education, especially the higher education institutions, and the cultural and historical context of their work. The statements should make clear that the external quality assurance process is a major activity of the agency and that there exists a systematic approach to achieving its goals and objectives. There should also be documentation to demonstrate how the statements are translated into a clear policy and management plan.

Authority Statement of compliance: 

The Authority adopted its current mission statement initially in  2003, and readopted it in 2005.  It has been published in the Authority’s first two Corporate plans, which cover the planning cycles 2003-6 and 2006-8.  The statement reads:


‘The Authority will lead a cultural change, in partnership with stakeholders, with the aim of achieving

· wide recognition of outcomes of learning, and

· improved access for learners to quality learning opportunities.’

The mission statement in its current form reflects the broad range of statutory functions and related activities which the Authority is engaged in, which include the development and maintenance of a framework of qualifications for the development, recognition and award of qualifications based on learning outcomes; and the promotion and facilitation of access, transfer and progression opportunities for learners within the context of this framework.  The Authority considers that the National Framework of Qualifications and the creation of an education and training system that provides diverse arrangements for access, transfer and progression should both be grounded upon strong and consistently applied quality assurance systems, whether overseen directly by the Authority or by partner stakeholders.  This concern with whole-system quality assurance is reflected in the Authority’s mission statement.  The phrase ‘quality learning opportunities’ refers to the entire span of education and training provision in Ireland, and recognises implicitly the contribution of the Authority and partner quality assurance agencies in guaranteeing quality within the education and training system.  The Authority’s corporate plan for 2006-8, which was published in 2005, sets out in more detail the specific goals relating to its quality assurance functions.  These will be reviewed in the next planning cycle (2008- 11), which will commence in the latter half of 2007.  The mission statement will also be reviewed at this time.       
****

Questions for stakeholders

1. In the light of the above statement of compliance and the evidence presented to support it, do you think that the  National Qualifications Authority of Ireland  complies with standard 5 ‘Mission Statement’ in the European Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the European Higher Education Area?

2.
Please comment or give reasons for your answer?

Standard 6: Independence

Standard:

Agencies should be independent to the extent both that they have autonomous responsibility for their operations and that the conclusions and recommendations made in their reports cannot be influenced by third parties such as higher education institutions, ministries or other stakeholders. 

Guidelines:

An agency will need to demonstrate its independence through measures, such as: 

· Its operational independence from higher education institutions and governments is guaranteed in official documentation (e.g. instruments of governance or legislative acts).

· The definition and operation of its procedures and methods, the nomination and appointment of external experts and the determination of the outcomes of its quality assurance processes are undertaken autonomously and independently from governments, higher education institutions, and organs of political influence.

· While relevant stakeholders in higher education, particularly students/learners, are consulted in the course of quality assurance processes, the final outcomes of the quality assurance processes remain the responsibility of the agency.

Authority statement of compliance: 

Under the Qualifications Act, the Qualifications Authority enjoys a very high degree of independence and autonomy.  The provisions for membership of the Authority are set out in the Act and reflect nominations by stakeholder, including learner, interests. The Authority is also required to nominate two members who have a special knowledge and experience related to the functions of the Authority, at least one of whom has international experience related to these functions.  The Authority operates in accordance with a Code of Business Conduct, which is published on the Authority’s website and which is reviewed annually.  The Code of Business Conduct covers all the activities of the Authority for both members and employees and demonstrates that the Authority conducts all its business in a manner which is impartial and based on sound ethical principles.  Within this framework, the Authority makes its decisions relating to quality assurance matters – including the nomination and appointment of external experts involved in its quality assurance processes - in an independent manner, which is independent of influence from government, institutional or other sources. 
****

Questions for stakeholders

1. In the light of the above statement of compliance and the evidence presented to support it, do you think that the National Qualifications Authority of Ireland  complies with standard 6 ‘Independence’ in the European Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the European Higher Education Area?

2.
Please comment or give reasons for your answer?

Standard 7: External quality assurance criteria and processes used by the agencies

Standard:

The processes, criteria and procedures used by agencies should be pre-defined and publicly available.

These processes will normally be expected to include:

· a self-assessment or equivalent procedure by the subject of the quality assurance process;

· an external assessment by a group of experts, including, as appropriate, (a) student member(s), and site visits as decided by the agency;

· publication of a report, including any decisions, recommendations or other formal outcomes;

· a follow-up procedure to review actions taken by the subject of the quality assurance process in the light of any recommendations contained in the report. 

Guidelines:

Agencies may develop and use other processes and procedures for particular purposes.

Agencies should pay careful attention to their declared principles at all times, and ensure both that their requirements and processes are managed professionally and that their conclusions and decisions are reached in a consistent manner, even though the decisions are formed by groups of different people.

Agencies that make formal quality assurance decisions, or conclusions which have formal consequences should have an appeals procedure. The nature and form of the appeals procedure should be determined in the light of the constitution of each agency.

Authority statement of compliance: 

The processes, criteria and procedures used by the Authority in relation to its two major, statutory higher education review functions – the review of effectiveness of the quality assurance procedures of the Dublin Institute of Technology, and the review of the performance by the Higher Education and Training Awards Council of its principal functions – were pre-defined and made publicly available ahead of the commencement of both reviews.  

In the case of the Dublin Institute of Technology, the Authority engaged the European University Association to carry out the inaugural review of effectiveness on its behalf.  The review process was based on the EUA’s established institutional evaluation programme, which makes provision for the training of internal and external evaluators, self-assessment by the institution, an external assessment by a group of experts, publication of a report with recommendations, and a follow-up procedure.  The Authority’s decision to engage the EUA was contingent upon the existence of such elements within the Association’s institutional evaluation programme.  Following discussions with the Authority and Institute, the EUA adapted its standard procedures to include an external panelist who represented a student/learner perspective. This was the first occasion on which such an adaptation was made. The Authority has also taken a proactive role with regard to the follow-up on the review recommendations, both by identifying priority action lines for the Institute within the review recommendations generally and by monitoring their implementation through regular updates provided by the Institute.  Most elements of the review process – the original terms of reference and review methodology, the assessment report of the external experts, the Institute’s response and update reports on the implementation of the review recommendations – are published. 
With regard to the HETAC review, the Authority executive undertook an overview of national and international practice concerning the external review of agencies with a substantial role in quality assurance in higher education, and review practices concerning public sector agencies in Ireland. The overview was published and the terms of reference and protocol for the review were developed with reference to this practice, and with reference to the requirements of the European Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the European Higher Education Area. In addition, the Authority also consulted extensively with key national stakeholders in developing the terms of reference and review protocol.  All of this work, including the publication of the overview of national and international practice, and the publication of the terms of reference and review protocol, was undertaken before the HETAC review commenced.  The review protocol made provision for the following elements: self evaluation by the Council; external evaluation by a panel of experts; consideration of the report of the panel by the Council and the development of a plan by the Council to implement the recommendations in the external panel’s report; consideration of the review report and the Council’s plans by the Authority.  At the time of writing the Council’s self-evaluation report, the expert panel’s report, the Council’s response to the expert panel’s report and the Authority’s consideration of the review outcomes have been published.  It is the Council’s intention to publish a report on the implementation of the actions in its response to the review panel’s report in June 2007.

With regard to the other regular, quality related-functions that the Authority carries out,  the Authority is currently drafting a document, which is tentatively entitled ‘The National Qualifications Authority: internal quality assurance and external quality assurance functions – principles, policies and procedures’ and which will set out, inter alia, the principles underpinning these processes, and standard operating procedures for their conduct.  It is the intention of the Authority to publish this document when completed.  The Authority also has an appeals role in relation to the withdrawal by the Council of delegated authority from a recognised institution to make awards.  The Authority has developed procedures for this function which are published on the Authority’s website.  No appeals have been made to date. 

The Authority also has a function to hear appeals in relation to the refusal or withdrawal of validation of a programme of education and training by the Higher Education and Training Awards Council.  The Authority has developed procedures for this function which are published on the Authority’s website.  No appeals have been made to date.    
****

Questions for stakeholders

2. In the light of the above statement of compliance and the evidence presented to support it, do you think that the National Qualifications Authority of Ireland complies with standard 7 ‘External quality assurance criteria and processes used by the agencies’ in the European Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the European Higher Education Area?

2.
Please comment or give reasons for your answer?

Standard 8: Accountability procedures

Standard:

Agencies should have in place procedures for their own accountability.

Guidelines:

These procedures are expected to include the following:

1. A published policy for the assurance of the quality of the agency itself, made available on its website;

2. Documentation which demonstrates that:

- 
the agency’s processes and results reflect its mission and goals of quality assurance; 

- 
 the agency has in place, and enforces, a no-conflict-of-interest mechanism in the work of its external experts;

- 
the agency has reliable mechanisms that ensure the quality of any activities and material produced by subcontractors, if some or all of the elements in its quality assurance procedure are subcontracted to other parties;

-
the agency has in place internal quality assurance procedures which include an internal feedback mechanism (i.e. means to collect feedback from its own staff and council/board); an internal reflection mechanism (i.e. means to react to internal and external recommendations for improvement); and an external feedback mechanism (i.e. means to collect feedback from experts and evaluated institutions for future development) in order to inform and underpin its own development and improvement.

3.
A mandatory cyclical external review of the agency’s activities at least once every five years.

Authority Statement of compliance: 

The Authority is currently undergoing a quality review process, which is a key element of its internal Quality Management strategy, as set out in the Authority’s Corporate Plan 2006-8.  As well  as evaluating the extent to which the Authority, in the performance of its relevant functions, complies with the Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the European Higher Education Area, the review has two other strands. The first strand seeks to evaluate how effectively the Authority has performed its principal statutory functions since its establishment.  The second strand seeks to evaluate  the suitability of the organisational structures and processes of the executive of the Authority for performing the Authority’s functions in the future.  Further, the second strand will also be informed by a parallel process, which is linked in to the broader quality review: the achievement of a quality mark, ‘Excellence through People’.  The ‘Excellence Through People’ quality mark is the national standard for the development of human resources.  It is designed to establish a level of good practice for the training and development of people in order to achieve organisational goals. The quality mark process aims to improve organisational outputs and internal processes, and will be one of the main planks in the Authority’s overall internal quality strategy and policy.  It will also help the Authority to develop a new internal document ‘The National Qualifications Authority: internal quality assurance and external quality assurance functions – principles, policies and procedures’, which will set out inter alia  the Authority’s policy and practice with regard to its own internal quality assurance and accountability.  This will draw upon and reference other relevant documentation, such as the Authority’s Code of Business Conduct, its Customer Service charter and Risk strategy, and its statement on the System of internal financial control.    
****

Questions for stakeholders

1. In the light of the above statement of compliance and the evidence presented to support it, do you think that the National Qualifications Authority of Ireland  complies with standard 8 ‘Accountability procedures’ in the European Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the European Higher Education Area?

2.
Please comment or give reasons for your answer?

� 	The Standards and Guidelines are downloadable at � HYPERLINK "http://www.enqa.eu/files/BergenReport210205.pdf" ��http://www.enqa.eu/files/BergenReport210205.pdf� 





� 	For the terms of reference of the review see � HYPERLINK "http://www.nqai.ie/en/FrameworkDevelopment/StakeholderFeedback/" ��http://www.nqai.ie/en/FrameworkDevelopment/StakeholderFeedback/� 


� 	Qualifications (Education and Training) Act 1999, section 7.





� 	Towards A National Framework of Qualifications: A Discussion Document (NQAI, document 2001/1), ch. 5; Policies and Criteria for the Establishment of the National Framework of Qualifications (NQAI document 2003/3), ch. 1.





� 	The verification report is downloadable from he Authority’s website at � HYPERLINK "http://www.nqai.i" ��www.nqai.i�e  


� 	Qualifications (Education and Training) Act 1999, section 7.





� 	Qualifications (Education and Training) Act 1999, section 42.


� 	The principles are downloadable at � HYPERLINK "http://www.iheqn.ie" ��www.iheqn.ie� .
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