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To approve a new process for validating provision

Purpose:
To approve a revised process for validating and revalidating academic provision  

Author:
Julian Martin, Head of Quality Assurance and Enhancement

Action/decision required:
For approval

Deadline:



Immediate 


1. Background

1.1. In November 2007 a working group comprising representatives of each Department, AQU and Registry was established to explore alternative methods of validating provision.  The outcomes of discussions held within the group and subsequently with a variety of other members of the University have culminated in the revised approach attached at Appendix A.

2. Principles and process

2.1. There are five principles that underpin the revised process under the overall umbrella of ensuring that all internal and external requirements (such as those outlined in the QAA Code of Practice) are met.  These are that validation/approval should be:

· student-focussed

· holistic 

· minimising burden
· transparent

· flexible 
2.2. The process has therefore been shaped with explicit attention to these key principles as described from hereon.

Takes into account CoP and other relevant external requirements

2.3. The overarching principle is to ensure that the academic standards and quality of all UW awards, wherever delivered, are appropriate and fit for purpose.  

2.4. The process is designed to take into account all relevant aspects of the QAA Code of Practice for Programme Design, Approval, Monitoring and Review.  (Monitoring and review are managed separately).
  Any other external requirements, such as those emanating from Ofsted or from PSRBs must be acknowledged at an early stage and addressed through the process.  Participants will also, of course, be expected to make reference to other external guidance such as other sections of the Code (Collaborative provision, for example), QAA benchmark statements, Ofsted and PSRB requirements, etc.

2.5. Under current validation practices, efforts are made to assure standards through a clearly auditable paper trail that demonstrates adherence to regulatory matters and aims to define academic thought in preparation for a validation event, at which point such issues can be discussed.  Such an approach originally held quality control as a central tenet, primarily under the auspices of the CNAA.  Whilst we naturally plan to continue to ensure that quality continues to be assured, as a University we should also be fundamentally confident in our undertaking to provide excellent quality to our students and the main focus of course development should be based on quality enhancement principles.  

2.6. Given the considerable body of experience of course design and delivery that exists within the University, both from academic and support perspectives, it would seem timely to ‘front-load’ the advice and take opportunities to draw on internal and external expertise so that the levels of engagement which currently take place at validation events are introduced from the very inception of new provision (or initial plans to amend or update provision).    

2.7. It is therefore proposed that the end-point validation process is replaced by a more discursive, consultancy-based approach that aims to ensure careful and comprehensive planning of new or revised provision.  This will be facilitated by input from a variety of persons, both from within and outside of the University and, indeed, in some cases from outside of the HE sector.  In keeping with these principles of consultancy, the process will be led by AQU mainly through personal contact and published guidance for academic staff, which will be enhanced.
Student-focussed approach

2.8. It is a given that planning and development of provision is fundamental to the core business of the University, and is integral to the student experience in the sense that all students are primarily concerned with completion of a UW programme of study.  The validation process is therefore arguably the most important of all quality assurance and enhancement arrangements and it is appropriate that it involves a comprehensive range of academic discussion, both within the Department in which new provision derives but also across the University, with specialist support departments and, indeed, with the wider HE sector and community.  

2.9. The process should also ensure that the end result is beneficial to students, not just in terms of provision but also in terms of the documentation produced.  The main outcome of the process should therefore be information relevant to students, rather than information relevant only to the validation of provision.  As such, the process is centred around the development of Course Handbooks.  The Course Handbook template itself will be revised to draw more closely upon the Programme Specification in order to minimise burden. 

2.10. Given the change in emphasis, formal approval of provision will be gained at the point at which it is clear that the process has been completed appropriately.  In practice, this will normally be demonstrated by the completion of the Course Handbook to the satisfaction of all parties involved.  It is proposed that the Audit and Review Committee (A&RC), on behalf of Academic Board, will grant approval provided that it has been assured that the design and development process has been carried out robustly, and to completeness.  

2.11. A&RC will clearly need to see evidence in order to gain such assurances.  It is therefore proposed that the Committee is provided with the following information:

a. a Programme Specification (or extract thereof),
b. evidence that due process has been carried out,
c. evidence that the provision conforms to relevant internal regulatory requirements,
d. evidence that the provision conforms to relevant external requirements (eg. QAA benchmark statements, Qualifications Framework, PSRB requirements, etc),
e. evidence that the provision has benefited from external views during the planning and development process.

2.12. A&RC will need to see basic information pertaining to the provision being approved and should therefore receive the Programme Specification (or such part that provides this level of information).  Evidence of items b, c and possibly d (depending on the nature of such requirements) will be assured by confirmation from appropriate internal staff that the outcomes of discussion and the final course document meet the appropriate needs.  This can be done through the use of a simple Proforma.
2.13. External advisers to the programme will be asked to complete a short report akin to that required from external examiners.  This report should clarify that standards are set at the appropriate levels and that the course structure, content and available resources are such that these standards can be met.  This will normally satisfy the evidence requirements of d and e.   

Holistic: from inception to delivery

2.14. To enable a more holistic and joined-up approach, key officers within the University will need to be informed of developments from an early point; discussions will therefore be started as soon as provision is mooted.  In the interests of ensuring that the ‘big picture’ remains evident, involvement of a wide variety of staff and external participants should also begin at an early stage and continue at least until, and ideally beyond, approval.

2.15. Most importantly, attention should be focussed on the design element of validating or revalidating provision.  This will be achieved through an iterative process, planned and overseen by the relevant academic department, that encourages full and open discussion on a broad range of matters relating to the delivery of a successful, appropriate learning experience for all students.    

2.16. External participants, whether they be from other HEIs or from practitioner-based sources, should be especially involved on a practical basis from an early point.  It will be expected that these externals will meet with the proposer/course team at least once during the planning and development phase and that communications are maintained throughout the process.  Ultimately, such participants will be asked to agree the final draft of the Course Handbook.  The role of external participants may vary, especially, for example, where employer involvement is beneficial to complement requirements for academic integrity (such as the development of Foundation Degrees).  

Minimising burden on participants

2.17. The process should reduce the volume of paperwork that is produced at least inasmuch as there will be no further need to write a DVD and separate course document.  Further though, the burden of the existing time restriction, necessitated by a ‘final event’ process will be lifted, with the key aim being to ensure that A&RC is able to approve a raft of provision at meetings throughout the year (potentially in March/April and June).

2.18. That said, there will still need to be formal recorded evidence that demonstrates that the process (and the outcomes of the process) is robust.  Much of this evidence will be retained by academic departments, and it is expected that the nature will vary according to the individual needs of departments and courses, although is likely to be contained within course management minutes and correspondence with all those with whom consultation has been carried out.  
2.19. The Course Handbook, which will become the definitive guide as to what has been approved will be hosted on an internal secure site and made available to all relevant students.  Provision will also be made to ensure that prospective students have access to such information upon request and, in accordance with external requirements, Programme Specifications will continue to be made publicly available.    

2.20. It should be noted too, that the introduction of this process will draw a clear line between review (ie. ascertaining the overall health of awards, and an evaluation of existing systems and processes to assure that health) and the revalidation of provision.  At its simplest level, successful periodic review will result in the revalidation of courses as they stand until the next review.  
2.21. It will therefore no longer be necessary or appropriate for course teams to wait for periodic internal review in order to make revisions to programmes.  Indeed, it is anticipated that provision will be kept under constant review and revisions will continue to be made as and when required.  Ongoing amendments to provision will be managed through redrafting of the Course Handbook; the process by which this should be demonstrated will be, as at present, dependent on the significance of the proposed changes. Most of the time these revisions will take place through the minor amendments to modules process.  Where substantial revision is required, the process for validation as stated in Appendix A will be implemented, beginning from the point of nominating external advisers.  Naturally, rather than the need to begin drafting a Course Handbook from scratch, the development will focus on reviewing those aspects that require amendment/updating.   

2.22. In the interests of transparency, where updates to the Handbook are made following validation through the minor amendments process or revalidation, these should be highlighted in the text of the Handbook and indicated on the opening pages.  The Handbook therefore becomes increasingly a ‘live’ document and historical versions can remain available for reference, for example where graduates require information about provision undertaken in the past.  

Transparent 

2.23. The process will be transparent to those external to UW, students and both academic and support staff.  AQU will, as at present, have a key role in monitoring progress and ensuring that all appropriate interests are taken into account.  Guidance materials and examples of good practice will be provided in a clear and accessible manner on the website and training (initially at departmental level but normally with course teams at the point of relevance) will be provided.  However, the role of AQU should also develop further and become increasingly advisory, not only on the process but also on the key principles underlying quality assurance and the enhancement of good practice in course development.  

2.24. It is expected that Departmental Quality Assurance Committees will play a key role in ensuring that the course develops in line with departmental aims and requirements, and they will be expected to review the Course Handbook and associated documentation before it is sent to A&RC for final approval.  The signing off of the Course Handbook by the Head of Department and Director of Quality and Educational Development would, therefore, be most appropriately carried out following recommendations from DQAC.  

Flexible

2.25. The process is constructed in such a way as to define parameters for quality assurance purposes but is not so rigid as to impede necessary innovation or flexibility.  For this reason, the Course Handbook will be revised to ensure that all regulatory and policy issues remain constant across programmes whilst enabling academic staff to include any other information specific to the particular provision.  The template will also be designed to function primarily as an electronic document and will therefore signpost key information (such as appeals and complaints) rather than duplicate it.  This should ensure that students always have access to up to date and consistent information pertaining to the course and their experience at the University and also helps to avoid issues of version control. 

2.26. Guidance will be produced by AQU to assist with the planning and development of provision.  This will be centred around the Code of Practice for Programme Design, Approval, Monitoring and Review and the existing Curriculum Design Policy.  Additional information will also be provided to cover particular relevant aspects of delivery so, for example, specific guidance will be provided for courses that will be delivered via partnership or through flexible or distributed learning methods.

2.27. The process should also be managed at a pace determined by academic staff, provided that it is completed to the satisfaction of all parties by the last meeting of A&RC prior to anticipated delivery.  The process should enable approval to be achieved at a steady state over a number of months but should also enable rapid approval where required, subject to the satisfaction of A&RC that all appropriate quality assurance and enhancement undertakings have been fulfilled.    

2.28. It is notable too that the increased attention given to the design and development aspect of validation, and the potential for the time made available for such to be extended beyond that possible with an end-point approach will mean that there will no longer be a need to ensure that conditions are met after validation but before enrolment.  However, it will, of course, be open to A&RC to decline to validate provision if it is not satisfied that the development has been appropriately managed.  The result of such a decision would need to be accompanied by advice on the measures needed to satisfy the Committee and may well come with a time limit.  As such, proposers will be strongly advised to plan for submission well before the end of the academic year prior to the prospective enrolment of students so as to ensure time is available for contingency measures.

3. Recommendations

3.1. The Committee is asked to approve the principles and outline new process.  Following such approval, AQU will ensure that training for staff across the University and guidance (including the publication of a revised Course Handbook template) is in place with the aim of implementing this method for provision newly proposed from April 2008.  Currently scheduled validation events will be completed as planned.  
Julian Martin
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