Quality Council for UK HE, 5 July 2024, 9.00 — 11.00 (via Teams)

Minutes

Attendees

Professor Nic Beech (Chair, University of Salford)

Professor Clare Peddie (Deputy Chair, University of St Andrews)
Professor Mary Bishop (PSRB representative)

Dr Kate Wicklow (GuildHE) (deputising for Dr Alex Bols)

Ben Elger (OIAHE)

Karen Gray (SFC)

Graeme Rosenberg (Office for Students) (deputising for Dr Nick Holland)
Bex Morrison (Northeastern University London)

Dr Cliona O’Neill (HEFCW)

Joy Elliott-Bowman (Independent HE) (deputising for Alex Proudfoot)
Jon Renyard (Arts University Bournemouth)

Emma Meredith (Association of Colleges) (deputising for Dr Arti Saraswat)
Dr Charlotte Snelling (Universities UK)

Tom Yates (QAA) (deputising for Vicki Stott)

Dr Amanda Wilcox (AHUA)

James McKean (Colleges Scotland)

Maisie Head (Wrexham Students’ Union)

Alex Stanley (NUS)

Dominika Wilczynska (University College Birmingham Guild of Students)
Professor Julia Black (LSE)

Apologies and absences
Claire Morgan (Cardiff University)
David Rooney (Department for the Economy, NI)
Professor Brian Green (University of Strathclyde)
John Rushforth (CUC)
Kelly Edwards (Colleges Wales)
Charlie Wilson (Strathclyde Students’ Union)

Secretariat
Beth Cooper (Universities UK)

Item 1: Welcome from the chair/apologies received
1. The chair opened the meeting and introduced new members of the council.
Item 2: Discussion on UUK white paper chapter on regulation

2. For this item, the council was joined by Professor Julia Black. Julia introduced
the white paper, a paper setting out a future vision for HE being developed by
UUK with support from a commission. Julia is the commissioner for chapter
eight which is on regulation.

3. Julia set out that a big focus of the chapter is quality assurance, including the
implications of non-alignment of the English quality assurance system with
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the European Standards and Guidelines (ESG). The purpose of the session
with the council was to gather views on the future of quality assurance.

The deputy chair noted the importance of a common approach as the UK has
a UK-wide reputation for quality, and the devolved nature of quality
mechanisms is not well understood internationally. A common set of
principles for us to operate by across the UK would be welcome, to assure
the outside world that what is offered in the UK is high quality.

Independent HE noted the importance of making sure that quality processes
don’t diminish student choice. There is an inherent risk to this in processes
based heavily on data.

HEFCW noted the important role of the council in driving a common and
shared understanding across the UK.

The PSRB representative noted that there is a misunderstanding between
PSRBs and the sector that often comes down to language. The HE sector
should learn from the PSRBs’ good practice. She noted that she works with
the QAA PSRB forum, which enables a collective voice, but it is more difficult
to reach PSRBs who are not within the circle of HE so closely.

OIA noted the importance of positive learning from complaints around quality,
rather than just seeing complaints as the problem. Other ombuds can also be
part of this learning.

QAA noted that the ESG represents good practice and principles that the UK
has championed internationally in the past, and that it would be beneficial to
bring England back into alignment. International confusion and concern are
beginning to manifest.

HEFCW raised that there is debate about whether the Teaching Excellence
Framework (TEF) meets the ESG independence requirement.

The chair noted the importance of the practical question of what can be done
with the time and money available, including finding synergies and reduction
in burden.

Julia shared that she has been struck by how complex the regulation of HE is
during this work.

A member from a small institution noted that from the small institution
perspective, there is a huge cost in terms of burden.

Julia noted that a risk-based approach requires a high level of trust.
Independent HE raised the importance of carving out more space for
students, and allowing them to drive the more granular questions of quality.
The deputy chair noted that for quality to work, we need transparency and
openness. Sector leadership of quality is of huge value. The Quality Code is
one example of how to do this structurally.

The PSRB representative also provided her support for the approach of the
Quality Code.

Student representatives raised that students don’t have a high level of
awareness of understanding of quality processes, and that their voice in this
is important. There was suggestion of producing a student-friendly overview
of the Quality Code, which QAA agreed to take away. GuildHE also supported
the point that students lack understanding of the different frameworks, and
how it aligns with academic standards and EDI.

SFC described the process of developing the tertiary framework over the last
two years, and cautioned against making further changes. She noted the
importance of ESG compliance in Scotland, and making sure this is
embedded.



20. The chair suggested that we should prioritise equity and fairness, building a
culture of trust that enables a genuine risk-based approach. He also noted the
importance of voices such as CUC and OIA, and that regulation should plumb
into insights provided by these sector organisations.

21. The chair also noted future potential for the incoming government to use the
council directly as a sounding board.

22. Several members of the council expressed enthusiasm for a ‘gateway’
framing around a set of shared principles. The Quality Code is a potential
basis for that which would avoid duplicating or reinventing existing
frameworks.

23. Julia thanked the council for their contributions and input into the chapter, and
noted that these would now feed into the UUK chapter.

Actions
o QAA to take away suggestion about producing a student-friendly overview of
the Quality Code.

Item 3: Approval of the minutes of previous meeting
24. The committee approved the minutes of the February 2024 meeting.
Item 3: Updates from funders/regulators on cross-nation matters

25. The chair asked for questions and comments on the written updates from
funders/regulators, circulated in advance of the meeting.

26. HEFCW reflected on the changes going on in the transition to Medr, and the
culture change that will be needed. This includes recognising a parity of
esteem for learners and making sure learners’ options are clear to them. It
was noted that HEFCW have been working closely with Scotland to ensure
their systems are compatible.

27. SFC noted the publication of its new outcomes framework and assurance
model, which comes in from 1 August. The next academic year will be ‘year 0’
in terms of implementation.

28. OfS gave an overview of their update, which covered registration applications,
DAPs applications, B3 student outcomes assessments and the completion of
TEF. The OfS is now in the process of commissioning an external evaluation
of TEF to inform development of the next cycle.

29. The NUS representative asked about the process for external assessors,
which OfS will come back to him on.

Actions:
o OfS to follow up with NUS about the process of recruiting external assessors
for TEF.

Iltem 4: Update from student representatives
30. Student representatives gave their updates. Issues raised included:
o Difficulty of engaging students in these conversations at the moment —
students are time poor because they are also working (‘cost of
learning crisis’). Reward and recognition for this kind of work is



important — possibility of paying or providing more formal roles that
can be cited on CVs rather than relying on volunteering.

o Diversity of assessment and the role for co-creation with students

o Complexity of Al when it comes to quality, and non-native English
speakers being more likely to be flagged as using Al in assessments.

o Engaging students at satellite campuses with quality enhancement
processes.

o Importance of honest and open communication from the university
during periods of change.

o Mental health and wellbeing

o Employability skills

o Support for international students — language, cultural, sense of
belonging

o Course closure — students feeling excluded from discussions around
this and would like to be more involved in decision making.
Perceptions of value need to be wider than outcomes

o Burden of additional course costs.

31. The chair suggested we will build some of this into the workplan for the
Quiality Council, and that we can draw together and emphasise some
previous work in these areas.

32. Several members of the council noted the benefits of bringing some of these
areas together, and understanding their interconnectedness.

33. Independent HE raised the concept of ‘compassionate communications’,
looking at the policies and the processes that we use in quality and figure out
how we talk to students differently about them. The chair suggested the
council revisit this idea at the away day in autumn.

4b. Updates from other members

34. QAA gave an update on their work, noting the launch of the Quality Code, the
QAA'’s new contract for nursing and midwifery quality assurance, and ongoing
work in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland. It was also noted that Vicki
Stott, CEO of QAA, has been elected president of the International Network
for Quality Assurance Agencies in Higher Education (INQAAHE).

35. OIA gave an update on their course closure work and their recently released
postgraduate case studies. For one-year masters courses, there is a sense of
time running out quickly to solve complaints. For PhD complaints, there are
very complex relationships with supervisors, and the stakes can be high if
something goes wrong. OIA also noted that international students are
overrepresented in these complaints.

Item 5: PGR paper

36. HEFCW talked through a paper which had been shared before the meeting. A
subgroup of the council met to have a discussion about PGR experience,
providing information about sector approaches and pulling together what is
already out there, including in the relation to the REF. The work has a UK
wide focus and the subgroup is looking for a steer on how it can be
progressed further.

37. The chair noted that the council should continue this work, and consider
providing a hub for promoting others’ work. The council should also consider
how we may be able to access funding for commissioning work.



38. The PSRB representative noted that one of the council’s important roles is
about changing the narrative, providing a strong central voice about how we
regulate the sector and how we ensure UK education has meaningful value.

39. The chair also raised that the council should think about how to use platforms
like HEPI, Wonkhe and the council website more effectively.

40. The chair also raised an interest in challenging stereotypes and assumptions
about what students are like as many assumptions are out of date.

Actions
¢ The council to consider the above points, including at the autumn away day.

Item 6: QAA review of international pathway programmes
41. QAA shared an update on the review of international pathway programmes
commissioned by UUK. There will be a webinar for participating providers on
15 July and publication on 16 July.

Actions
¢ Quality Council to be sighted on the report in advance of publication.

Item 7: Workplan and comms plan for the Quality Council
42. To be revisited at the next meeting.



