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result of the distribution of QR funding since 2002. This had been compounded by the
decision of the then Secretary of State, the Rt Hon Charles Clarke MP, to ask HEFCE to
prioritise excellent research of international significance in the 5 year QR funding period
(2004-05 to 2008-09). Million+ pointed out that during the same period teaching funding
had had to accommodate continued growth in student numbers, and other strategic
developments and that this differential funding had been reflected in subsequent grant
allocations. For example, in 2006-07 the HEFCE recurrent grant for teaching rose by 5.3%
but was required to fund 23,000 additional students and other initiatives whereas both
research funding and capital investment increased by 8%. Similarly in 2007-08 the HEFCE
recurrent grant for teaching rose by 4.4% and was required to fund an additional 25,000
students while research funding rose by 6.9%.%"

164. The 157 Group, whose member colleges provide higher education, told us that “in
further education we have a very strong culture around pedagogy”.*** Citing recent Quality
Assurance Agency (QAA) reviews, the Group said that “generally reviews of HE in FE (i.e.
delivered by the FE) have come out very well indeed. Because the two things we do really
well are that we teach well and deliver learning well, and we support students very well.”**

165. John Denham considered that it was important that “we recognise excellence
wherever it is and that is what the RAE did”. He considered that there was a:

case for having fairly high levels of research concentration. We need to ensure that
those people who are working in pockets of excellence in some universities are not
isolated, are able to work with research teams in others and be properly recognised
for doing so. We need to get the balance there right.”

The former Secretary of State also saw the RAE results as providing assistance to applicants
considering to which institutions they might apply. He said that the RAE indicated to “you
where you have the best concentrations of researchers in particular subjects” and that it
“would also point out where you might have world class people doing research in the
university round the corner that you had not thought about. The RAE also shows where
excellence is.”"”

166. Professor Brown, former Vice-Chancellor of Southampton Solent, who for many
years had chaired a research and teaching forum, explained that “over time research and
teaching had grown apart and research had become the more prestigious activity and [...]
the research assessment exercise has contributed to that.”* He said that the reform of the
RAE provided an opportunity to improve the links. It seemed extraordinary to him that
the various impacts that have been considered were “on the economy, on society and on
public policy but not student education, yet actually that is the key impact.”* Professor

303 Ev 313, paras 23-24; see also Q 428 (Professor Driscoll)
304 Q72

305 Q72

306 Q 569

307 Q560

308 Q 428 (Professor Brown)

309 Asabove



74 Students and Universities

Driscoll, Vice-Chancellor of Middlesex University, said that “we know now that many
institutions appoint people simply to do research and cannot afford—because the stakes
are so high—to let them do any teaching”’'’ He considered that as a result there was a
“divide taking place and staff are being appointed on teaching only contracts in Russell
Group universities and in the 1994 Group universities”.”"! He called for a more equitable
distribution of QR funding because the last RAE had “demonstrated that all institutions
throughout the sector can produce excellent research, not just within the Russell Group”.*'?
167. On the relationship between teaching and research (often described as the “teaching-
research nexus”), we adopted a two pronged approach: we asked students what difference
it made to their experience of university having teachers who were active in research; and
we sought evidence of the relationship between research and teaching from higher
education institutions and from the Government.

Views of students

168. The following selection of points made in oral evidence and in the e-consultation
illuminates some of the key issues raised by students.

e Coming from UCL which is heavily research-intensive [...] my friends who did science
subjects, a lot of the teaching actively engaged them in the research so their final year
dissertations were on the research that their lecturer or teacher was doing, so they were
actually engaged in discovering new approaches to science and new ideas—new
sciences within that. My background is an arts background and, yes, because my
lecturers and teachers were the lecturers and researchers who were at the top of their
field the information we were given, the things that we were taught were at the cutting
edge, they were the brand new, this has just been discovered a week ago, looking at
sources in books that had not been published, that sort of thing.*"?

e Some of my best lecturers and academic staff are those who have participated in
research. Looking at the divide of just having a teaching-only university essentially, are
they just going to have a standard curriculum, is it just going to be an extension of high
school? What makes a university experience unique is that a lecturer can stand there
and say “I have been undertaking research in this; this is how it relates to the theory”—
that is what brings a lecture alive, otherwise lecturers are just reading from textbooks
and that is not stimulating, stimulation is the key.”*'*

¢ In my third year now [...] we have lab periods because we do research projects.’?

e [ am amazed by the number of students that are considering further education, PhDs
and masters. I think the reason for that is because we have got the world-class
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researchers in our department. Although I think teaching is a very important side of it,
research has improved the teaching in the faculty.’'¢

e [From a law student] 1 think it’s vital that they [are engaged in research.] I think it
obviously changes all the time so they constantly need to be updating and constantly
need to be researching, and that does happen. I see it happening.’"’

e [I]Jt depends on the subjects [...] I do German and there is very little point in reading
[...] linguistics and really deep research into the linguistics. All one really needs to learn
is how to speak German.’'®

e In my first two years we were taught by PhD students [...] we actually talked to our
personal tutors and asked if we could get one of the doctorate tutors changed because
we thought he was a really bad teacher, but the other two doctorate tutors we have had
have been amazing and they have been at the same level of quality as the full-time staff.
[...] This year we have had one tutor who has been involved in research and this has
had a really bad impact on our teaching. It means that he has cancelled lectures because
he has had to travel to other universities.*"

e What I have noticed just anecdotally is a particular lecturer I can think of who is very
much engaged in the research, and I have found that quite often they are unable to
bring that level of knowledge down to an under-graduate level to enable us to engage
with it. They are so focused and I think the majority of their working week is in that
research.’?

e [I]t is important that the people teaching are still engaged in research, so that they can
keep students up to date with their topic. However, this should not be at the expense of
the teaching itself. Some lecturers do seem to just be teaching so that they can get
funding for their research and therefore don’t enjoy the teaching aspect, resulting in
uninteresting lectures. Also, classes were often cancelled when lecturers were off on
research projects, sometimes without students being given much advance notice and
with no work set to do whilst they were absent. There needs to be some sort of cover
system at least but, where possible, the research should be done in non-contact time.**!

169. A student from the University of Liverpool, Gemma Jerome, raised a wider point. She
argued that:

in spite of the rhetoric for the benefits of research-led teaching, like attracting world
class researchers and facilitating a culture of original enquiry this does not
necessarily correlate to a positive student experience. For example, we are proposing
to double the tuition fees so should we not be putting more of a focus on these active
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consumers as we call the students. There needs to be much more focus on
teaching.’* [...]

Some departments are potentially being closed at Liverpool because of the perceived
disproportionate emphasis on research against teaching, so even if your teaching is
strong if your research is not then that is having a negative impact on the student
experience.**

170. These responses show a range of views. Taking all the comments we received on the
relationship between teaching and research®** they showed us that many students were
aware that their teachers were engaged in research. We should add that when we visited the
American Council for Education they pointed out that the “National Survey of Student
Engagement™* showed that student satisfaction was correlated with research. Most of the
students who responded to our inquiry saw the connection between teaching and
research as positive, finding the proximity to research stimulating and the quality of
teachers’ scholarship enhanced. They also identified some negative effects such as
cancelled classes and unavailability of lecturers. We conclude that, where research
impacts negatively on teaching, the university authorities should be expected to address
the deficiencies.

Evidential link between research and the quality of teaching

171. Despite seeking evidence to establish the relationship between research and teaching
regularly during the course of the inquiry®* it was only towards the end when we put the
question to John Denham that we received a detailed response. In a supplementary written

memorandum DIUS explained:

The link between research and teaching has been of increasing interest to researchers
over the last 20 years, with the balance of the evidence ebbing and flowing. The
evidence is not strong in demonstrating a direct link between research and the
quality of teaching. However, studies also note that there are many tangential and
ephemeral aspects that impact on teaching that are hard to pin down.

To summarise, early studies generally concluded that there is no necessary
relationship between teaching and research. However, studies focusing on student
perceptions have shown that students value learning in a research environment.
Hattie and Marsh [...] conducted a large meta analysis of research studies in this area
and concluded that there was no inextricable link between research and teaching, but
that purposeful action by universities could bring about that linkage, through actions
such as better training for staff in teaching, through curriculum change, and by being
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explicit about good teaching at university level being about more than imparting
information.’”’

172. Having examined the material supplied by DIUS we cannot see that convincing
evidence is currently available to prove the assertion that good-quality research is
essential for good teaching of undergraduates. In our view, the evidence is at best mixed
and there may be different relationships between research and teaching not just across
disciplines within institutions and even within departments and that across the sector
these relationships may range from mutually supportive to antagonistic. The nature of
the relationship is, however, of crucial importance. It highlights a serious and fundamental
question about the nature of a “university education”, the distribution of excellence and the
relative roles of teaching, research and scholarship in supporting student learning, not least
in terms of developing students’ professional and learning skills. We recommend that the
Government commission and publish independent research in this area to inform
future policy decisions.

173. As the evidence we set out above shows, some institutions are encouraging and
developing their students’ research skills, and we applaud this development as it will
develop their analytical and “employability” skills—see paragraph 202. In our view
increased opportunities for undergraduates to engage in research within their programmes
of study may lead to a requirement that those teaching such students have at least a basic
appreciation and experience of carrying out research, thus leading to a strengthening of
“research-informed teaching”. We consider that the extent to which undergraduates
across the higher education sector are expected to carry out research as part of their
programme of study and the extent to which those teaching and supervising such
students need to be actively engaged in research themselves are both matters that
should be addressed in the research which we recommend that the Government
commissions. The results of this research may require a significant reassessment of
where and how resources are allocated between teaching and research. If the research
were to find that good teaching does not need to be underpinned with research, the
Government could—as an example—have the opportunity to focus investment in research
in science-related subjects in fewer universities.

Impact on the Research Excellence Framework (REF)

174. On the assumption that there is a link between research and teaching there is a
dilemma for those allocating QR funding to higher education institutions. Because the
purpose of the Government in providing funds for research is to optimise the outcomes of
research, and, if it believes that selective funding is needed to achieve this (something on
which we do not comment in this Report), then, in our view, it would be a reasonable
policy to concentrate funds to achieve the best value for the taxpayer. But simultaneously
the Government wants all students to experience the best teaching. It follows from the
latter that, if good teaching accompanies research activity, then the resources for research
should be spread widely, to enable students in all higher education institutions to benefit
from an improvement of teaching. That would not necessarily further the purposes for
which the government provides funding for research. One potentially positive step would

327 Ev 533, paras 1-2
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be for the Research Excellence Framework (REF) to give greater weight to the impact that
research has on teaching. We invite the Government in responding to this Report to
comment on the proposition that one of the indicators of excellence to be taken into
account by the Research Excellence Framework will be the demonstrable effect that
research and teaching have on each other in institutions, and also the broader
contribution which academics submitting to the REF make to pedagogic research and
by implication pedagogic practice.

Pedagogical research

175. A second step to easing tension between research and teaching could be achieved with
greater emphasis on pedagogy and recognition of research into pedagogy. The Institute of
Physics wished to see “at least one member of staff specialising in teaching innovation”,
which, it pointed out, was common practice in American state universities.””® The Institute
said that a more practical solution would be to encourage a community of such academics
which could cater for a range of universities and that having “someone active in pedagogy
research available to a physics department would ensure contact with people active in
frontline physics research”. It added that a way to pay for these academics would need to be
determined.’”

176. The Staff and Educational Development Association submitted that research into
pedagogy had been “belittled and that committed subject teachers have found it impossible
to develop an equivalence either in their generic or discipline-based pedagogic research to
their discipline-based research.”* In its view, much of the financing of innovation had
been less efficient than it could have been because of the absence of a scholarly pedagogic
culture able to incorporate project outputs in a systematic and managed way. The
Association explained that in many universities the current analysis was that the core
teaching processes were “working well, the prestige of the institution is high, and
innovation is an enhancement activity rather than the core of essential reform” and that in
these places the claim was made that modest incremental improvement would be sufficient
to guarantee high quality. The Association’s view was that a “more critical approach” was
required, and that “funding both to devise and then embed innovation is a necessary part
of a bigger package of simultaneous developments”.** We recommend that the Research
Excellence Framework explicitly recognises and gives credence to research into
pedagogy and the teaching within, and across, disciplines. In other words, a chemistry
lecturer who researches teaching in chemistry must have a category in which such activity
can be recorded and recognised with new “expert pedagogic research” panels established, if
necessary, and able to do that job.
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Promotions made on the basis of teaching expertise

177. We asked a number of academics and Vice-Chancellors whether assessment for
promotion took account of expertise in areas other than research, in particular teaching.
Professor Norton, an academic at Liverpool Hope University, responded that:

in our own university [...] it is clearly written into our promotions criteria that we
would expect that, over and above being a really good lecturer, to be promoted from
lecturer to senior lecturer to principal lecturer. I can see that rewarding staff for
teaching as well as for research is something that is happening, perhaps not as
quickly as we would want it to happen but it is happening. I think there is student
pressure for it to happen even more, so I think there are external drivers.**

Professor Saunders from the University of Liverpool said that on “our scoring system,
research and teaching are weighted equally and then there is ‘other’, which includes
administration and outreach”** Similarly, Professor Arthur said that:

I can speak for the University of Leeds. We are currently in the process of
redesigning all of our promotions criteria to give an equal weight to learning and
teaching, enterprise and knowledge transfer, and research. We are in the final throes
of how you do that at professorial level; we have already done and agreed it with the
UCU for all of the other grades.”*

178. On the basis of the replies we obtained during our inquiry it appears that higher
education institutions are attaching increasing weight to teaching skills when considering
academics’ appointments and promotions, although it appears that the degree to which
teaching counts varies across institutions as well as in relation to promotion level (that is, it
may be easier to become a “teaching-led senior lecturer” than a “teaching-led professor”).
We welcome the increased weighting being given to teaching as it enhances the importance
and value of this crucial aspect of university work, not least for students. In our view,
greater clarity across the sector on the weight attached to teaching in assessments for
promotion would, in combination with a focus on a heightened professionalism, enhance
the status of teaching within the sector. We consider that the higher education sector
needs to be clearer about the circumstances in which promotion and progression can be
achieved on the basis of pedagogical skills, scholarship and expertise. We recommend
that the Government require higher education institutions in receipt of public funds to
ensure that they have put in place clear and effective criteria for appointments and
promotions based on teaching.

Higher Education Academy

179. The Higher Education Academy was formed in 2004 and brought together the
Institute for Learning and Teaching in Higher Education, the Learning and Teaching
Support Network and the Teaching Quality Enhancement Fund’s National Co-ordination
Team, with the aim of creating a single, central body to support the enhancement of
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learning and teaching in higher education. The Academy is “owned” by its members,
Universities UK and GuildHE, and receives the majority of its funding from the four UK
higher education funding bodies, with further income derived from subscriptions by
higher education institutions.” (According to HEFCE’s accounts, it provided £21.9
million to the Academy in 2007-08.)*** The Academy’s “mission” is to help institutions,
discipline groups and all staff to provide the best possible learning experience for their
students.”” The Academy’s strategic aims are to:

a) identify, develop and disseminate evidence-informed approaches;
b) broker and encourage the sharing of effective practice;
c) support universities and colleges in bringing about strategic change;

d) inform, influence and interpret policy; and

e) raise the status of teaching.**®

180. We asked the Academy what difference it had made as result of the support it had
received from the taxpayer. Professor Ramsden, Chief Executive of the Academy,
considered that there had “been an improvement in [the] standard of teaching in higher
education over the last five to ten years [...] The extent to which the Academy can say it
has achieved that and encouraged that, I think is a difficult question to answer”.”* We
found this answer disappointing for two reasons. First, if the Higher Education Academy
is operating effectively and meeting its strategic aims, we consider that, working with
the Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education, it should be able to play a key role
in promoting and enhancing academic standards and in driving forward the changes
we suggest are needed in this Report. If, however, the Academy is not working
effectively we conclude that it will not be able to play its full part in promoting and
enhancing academic standards in higher education.

181. Second, Professor Ramsden’s evidence raises a question about the value for money
that the taxpayer is obtaining for the substantial amount of subsidy paid to the Academy.
We note that the final report on the interim evaluation of the Academy published in
January 2008 found that:

the Academy is not yet realising its full potential. Particular issues, both strategic and
operational in nature, need to be addressed as a matter of priority. These issues are
significant but surmountable, and throughout this report we set out proposals for
their resolution.**
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We remain concerned that the Academy could not demonstrate what value it added for the
money supplied by the taxpayer or show that it was providing good value for money. We
recommend that HEFCE carry out a further evaluation of the operation and
effectiveness of the Higher Education Academy by the end of the year and publish the
evaluation. The operation and effectiveness of the Academy is an issue that our
successor committee with responsibility for scrutinising higher education may wish to
examine.

182. On student engagement, we noted from the Academy’s written evidence that in “the
four and a half years we have been working we have found institutions keen to work with
us to enhance the quality of students’ experiences™*' and that while “universities and
colleges are taking increasing notice of the ‘student voice’, and the Government has
programmes such as the National Student Forum, the experience of the Higher Education
Academy is that there is some way to go.”*** When Professor Ramsden gave oral evidence
we were concerned about the extent to which the Academy involved students currently
studying in institutions in its work,* though we took some comfort from his
acknowledgment that the Academy needed to “engage more with students through not
only the higher education academics but also institutions to do that because they have a
very, very big part to play in enhancing quality and I think we need to use that resource”.***
After the oral evidence session the Academy supplied a supplementary memorandum.
The Academy was confident that it had made a positive difference to the quality of the
student experience in UK higher education and cited the Professional Standards
Framework, which it had introduced,**® though it said that there had been no systematic
review of the extent to which higher education institutions were using it to support the
development of teaching.’” The Academy also explained in detail—and with examples—
that it involved students in its work at all levels—from membership of its Board, to
strategic partnerships with the NUS, to work with individual students in its subject centres.

345

183. We are grateful to the Academy for supplying the additional information. It has not,
however, removed our concerns completely. Despite it seeing its role as focused on
enhancing the student experience, the Academy appears to have no means of
systematically accessing directly the views and experiences of students. We recommend
that, whilst taking account of the work of the National Student Forum, as a condition of
continued support the Government require the Higher Education Academy to establish
its own student forum for the purpose of accessing directly the views and experiences of
students, particularly in relation to its own areas of focus. In addition, we recommend
that the Government review the operation and use by higher education institutions of
the Academy’s Professional Standards Framework and we recommend that the
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Government require the Academy to produce “steering” statements in relation to
academic staff development as a means for improving the student experience.

184. Finally, regarding our recommendation—at paragraph 186—that all staff, including
current staff in higher education who teach, should be required to have training and
encouraged to obtain a higher education teaching qualification, we see a role for the
Academy to encourage established staff to engage in professional development in relation
to their teaching responsibilities and to set up systems to record their development. We
recommend that the Government require the Higher Education Academy as a
condition for continued support through HEFCE to develop arrangements to
encourage established academic staff to engage in professional development in relation
to their teaching responsibilities and to set up systems to record their development. In
return for this support from the taxpayer through the Academy we expect higher
education institutions to press their staff to continue their professional development.

Teaching qualification and training

185. We examined the question of teaching skills (or pedagogy) and the need for a teaching
qualification. The Heads of Education and Development Group pointed out that the
“widespread introduction of pedagogical development programmes for staff new to
teaching in Higher Education has been successful as proven, for instance, in improving
student satisfaction scores across the sector.”**® Currently, however, higher education
institutions differ in the way they “induct” and “train” new lecturing staff: practices range
from some which do not have any compulsory provision to others which require that all
new staff undertake a mandatory programme up to Postgraduate Certificate in Education
in Higher Education (PGCE HE) level. The Higher Education Academy told us that higher
education institutions took different approaches to accreditation. The Academy had
information about the programmes that it accredited: it had 285 accredited programmes
from 134 higher education institutions, not all of these programmes were PG Certificate in
Higher Education but included continuing professional development (CPD) schemes and
modules that enabled staff to meet the criteria in the Professional Standards Framework.
The Academy did not accredit any further education college programmes, but it told us
that many colleges offered provision that was validated by higher education institutions.
On the question of how many higher education institutions required staff to have a PGCE,
the Academy’s experience was that this was a requirement for the vast majority, but
detailed figures were not available.”® The Learning and Teaching Enhancement Unit
Roehampton University said that:
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Pedagogic development programmes for new academic staff are in place here and
elsewhere, many aligned to the UK Professional Standards Framework but often they
are not compulsory and not entirely valued by the institution. Ironically new staft
often don’t attend because they are too busy teaching and thus teach with no
training, no awareness of the scholarship and research in this area. They research as
professionals and teach as amateurs.”

In a supplementary memorandum, the Staff and Educational Development Association
told us that it was “so important for the quality of student learning that, as soon as possible,
all staft who teach should be expected to achieve Standard Two of the National
Professional Standards Framework”.*® When we asked a group of mid-career academics
whether every lecturer should be trained to teach they all replied that they should.’>

186. We see force in the Association’s views and we consider that current teaching staff and
graduate students who teach and carry out pedagogical functions should have adequate
training. As one respondent to the e-consultation pointed out when commenting on
inadequate teaching: “the worst offenders are the PhD students [...] who are employed to
run lab sessions (in which they refuse to help), mark coursework (which is always carried
out suspiciously quickly and inconsistently) and give lacklustre tutorial sessions (these
involve a couple of half-baked PowerPoint slides and quickly deteriorate into having a
chat).”” We conclude that all staff—new entrants, current staff and graduate
students—in higher education who teach should be encouraged to obtain a higher
education teaching qualification, which, depending on an individual’s role and level of
experience, should be achieved through initial training or on the basis of continuing
professional development. (To assist staff, particularly those established in post, to
develop their teaching skills we envisage that the Higher Education Academy should
develop its current arrangements to provide assistance—see paragraph 184.) We also
recommend that the Government, in consultation with the higher education sector,
including student representatives, review the use of graduate students in teaching roles
and examine whether additional means of support—such as the development of
mentoring arrangements and contracts of appointment—are required.

187. There appears to us to be a wide range of professional pedagogical courses and
support available from, for example, the Higher Education Academy, which, as we note
above, have been developed with considerable support from the taxpayer. We recommend
that the Government in consultation with the higher education sector, including
student representatives, draw-up and agree a strategy to require all university staff
engaged in regular and significant teaching to undertake appropriate training in
pedagogical skills and also to encourage staff across higher education institutions in
England to obtain a professional teaching qualification. We further recommend that
the Government require higher education institutions as a condition of support from

"On the question of how many HEls require staff to have a PGCE, we are not sure that anyone would collect this
information centrally. Our experience is that this is a requirement in the vast majority, but the Academy does not
collect the hard figures that would back this up.”
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the taxpayer to have in place programmes to enhance the teaching effectiveness of all
academic staff who have teaching responsibilities. We recommend that, within its
review processes, the QAA monitor and report on the extent to which institutions are
demonstrably meeting this requirement.

Dealing with poor teachers

188. Respondents to the e-consultation made the point that there appeared to be no
mechanism for dealing with poor teachers in universities, unlike schools, and that deans of
faculties appeared unresponsive and were often not accountable to students for inadequate
teaching.* As one respondent put it:

In a lot of lectures, the entire year group are made to feel like an inconvenience.
Complaints go unheard, student reps seem to be ignored even when the same
complaints arise, and the bog-standard answer to most requests for help seems to be
“You should know it already, so I won’t tell you.” Yes, there are times when the asker
should certainly be at a standard in year 3 where they shouldn’t have to ask for help
with year 1 or 2 principles, but if 10/20 students on a course of 80 (down from 130 in
year 1) are all asking the same things, shouldn’t this set off alarm bells as to why so
many students are struggling? Apparently not.>>

189. We asked Professor Ramsden of the Higher Education Academy how the sector dealt
with the brilliant researcher who was a hopeless teacher. He replied:

it matters very much because that researcher [...] went into academia not just to do
research but also to share his knowledge, his experience and his inspiration with
other people. I believe that is a very important part of what all academics should do.
It is obviously up to universities to encourage that. My view is—and it is anecdotal
evidence—that they do encourage it, but we encourage it from the Higher Education
Academy’s point of view by working with the higher education sector to develop a
national professional standards framework for teaching which all academics are
expected—and it is self-regulating—to rise up to.>*

190. The encouragement of lecturers to obtain a higher education teaching qualification
could be part of the answer to poor teaching. It cannot be the only solution. For sustained
improvement to be made, higher education institutions across the sector need to respond
actively to the concerns of students about poor teaching—after all, students are in an
excellent position to judge the quality of teaching—and identify the remedial action
required and ensure that, with support, it is carried through and improvements made. We
note press reports that the students’ union at one university recently set up a “Late” hotline
after repeated complaints about cancelled lectures and students sitting around waiting for
their teachers.” We have not examined the operation of this facility but, in our view, it
shows that the views of students on the quality of teaching can, and should, be channelled
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to university authorities. We conclude that the Government and the higher education
sector, in consultation with student representatives, should draw up and implement
arrangements applicable across the sector which allow students to convey concerns
about poor teaching and which ensure that universities take effective remedial action.
We consider that such arrangements once established should be subject to review by the
Quality Assurance Agency to ensure that they allow students to convey concerns and
that remedial action is taken, where warranted.

191. We discuss in the next chapter the question of standards and quality, including at
paragraphs 225 and 226 the role of the Quality Assurance Agency in reviewing the quality
of teaching.

Scholarship

192. Professor Trainor, President of Universities UK, defined scholarship as “information
about a discipline at the highest level of available knowledge”.”® In our view, it goes
without question that those who teach in higher education need to maintain an active and
up-to-date scholarship of the whole area on which they teach. This is especially important
where an academic’s specialist research is narrowly focussed but the same individual is
expected to teach across a broad subject area. The issue for us was what arrangements
should be in place to safeguard scholarship and research.

193. The Higher Education Academy pointed out that it has supported higher education
institutions by promoting “the professionalisation of and excellence in teaching through a
number of means”, including the UK Professional Standards Framework, which “requires
academics to demonstrate the incorporation of scholarship, research and professional
practice into their teaching activity”.””” We consider that all academic staff in higher
education engaged in regular and significant teaching should be able to demonstrate
the incorporation of up-to-date scholarship, research and professional practice into
their teaching.

Quality of feedback given by teachers to students

194. The views of students responding to the e-consultation on the quality of feedback
varied. For example, one student said that feedback was “usually prompt and detailed,
explaining the good and bad parts of your work and how it could be improved.” This was
not, however, the majority view. Criticism included one student who said that feedback
and consistency of marking were “awful” while another said that the “feedback I have been
given ranges from no comments to well done to ‘don’t use bullet points™. The respondent
believed that this provided “insufficient feedback to learn how to improve my work. Each
lecturer should have to put one good point about the work that should be continued for
future work, and one bad point that needs to be improved on. This way, students can learn
what they are doing right and the improvements needed.”™*
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195. The oral evidence from students showed a similar pattern. In a typical comment, Jun
Rentschler, a student, told us:

I have to say that I am quite dissatisfied with the feedback. [...I]n the first year I
submitted some work and I got [a good mark], say it was 72 per cent. The lecturer
told me it is a good piece of work so I said “There is one-third missing, where is it?”
and she said “You cannot score better than 80 in the first place” and I said “All right,
what is missing then?” She said it was just the general impression or something like
that [...] I did not know what I did wrong, I did not know how to improve my work,
and that has been similar throughout the last two years.**

A student at the same evidence session, Sally Tye, gave a contrasting perspective:

I have had a very different experience. On every single piece of work [...] we get the
cover sheet marked with all the different requirements and what mark we have got
with comments at the bottom. Usually on an essay we have to go for a tutorial to pick
up our work and they go through it with us as to what we need to do. If we have done
a presentation then usually at the end of the presentation we get feedback on exactly
what we have done wrong and why we have got the mark we have got.**

Wes Streeting, President of the NUS, also identified feedback as “often seen as a source of
concern” for students. He knew from NUS research that “25 per cent of students cited they
do receive verbal feedback on their assessment, but 71 per cent actually want it”.*%

196. We note that the QAA produced a code of practice on the assessment of students,
which stated that it “is good practice to provide students with sufficient, constructive and
timely feedback on their work in respect of all types of assessment”.*** We are therefore
surprised that feedback on students” work is an issue of such concern and that the sector as
a whole (rather than at the level of individual institutions) has not to date been more
successful in addressing the matter. Whilst individual institutions may have developed
effective institutional or course-based guidance, we conclude that there is a need for a
code of practice across the higher education sector, which builds on the QAA’s “Code of
practice for the assurance of academic quality and standards in higher education
Section 6: Assessment of students”. It is our view that, whether at the level of module,
course, department or institution, students should be provided with more personalised
information about the intended parameters of their own assessment experience. It is
unacceptable and disheartening for any piece of work whether good, average or poor to
be returned to a student with only a percentage mark and no comments or with
feedback but after such a long time that the feedback is ineffective. We recommend that
the Government require the Higher Education Academy to draw up, in consultation
with the higher education sector, including representative students, a code of practice
on (i) the timing, (ii) the quantity, and (iii) the format and content of feedback and
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require higher education institutions to demonstrate how they are following the Code
when providing feedback to students in receipt of support from the taxpayer.
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5 Standards and quality

Introduction

197. Standards and quality in relation to higher education tend to be well used but often
elusive and misunderstood terms. We have defined academic standards as predetermined
and explicit levels of achievement which must be reached for a student to be granted a
qualification. We have used academic quality as a way of describing the effectiveness of
everything that is done or provided (“the learning opportunities”) by individual
institutions, to ensure that the students have the best possible opportunity to meet the
stated outcomes of their programmes and the academic standards of the awards they are
seeking.’®®

Standards

198. The question of standards ran through much of the written and oral evidence we
received. There were two key issues:

e have standards required to achieve a particular class of degree fallen over the past 20
years; and

e whether the current arrangements for measuring and safeguarding standards are
adequate, in both individual institutions and across the sector as a whole.

To our surprise, though the debate about standards could be fierce, much of the evidence
was partial and incomplete, even anecdotal.

199. Our consideration of standards focussed on whether standards for first degrees had
remained equivalent over time, and also whether outcomes of degree programmes from
different universities were equivalent. In this context, we also considered the question of
degree classification, both whether the current arrangements should be replaced and also,
again, whether the classifications awarded in different universities were equivalent.

200. Universities UK explained to us that universities themselves “have the responsibility
for maintaining the standards of their awards and the quality of the learning opportunities
which support students to achieve against those standards”.’®® Universities UK added that
universities work “hard, both collectively and individually, to fulfil those responsibilities™*”
and that all “universities have systems in place to ensure that new courses meet the right
standards, and that courses are regularly reviewed, by looking at evidence from students,

graduates, employers and external examiners”.’®®

365 These definitions draw on definitions given in a talk by Peter Williams, Chief Executive of the QAA, and “The
Evolution of Institutional Audit in England” posted on the Internet at
www.hrk.de/de/download/dateien/QA _in_England.pdf.
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201. When pressed on standards, Universities UK told us that universities had a “really
strong stake in maintaining our standards, our good processes, and our reputation for
having them”. It stated that what mattered “to a significant degree” was “in terms of our
ability to retain interest from students applying from around the world, but it is also a
crucial bit of our responsibility to our home students.’® Professor Arthur, Vice-Chancellor
of Leeds University, echoed this point in oral evidence: “there is no wholesale problem with
the standards in British Higher Education [...bJecause we have an internationally
successful highly competitive higher education system that is the envy of the world that
other people are copying and multiple international students wish to come here.””® We
have not examined the position of international students but we are uneasy about the
conclusion that part of the sector appears to draw from the attraction of English
universities to international students as evidence that standards are being maintained and
are largely unproblematic. While we consider it likely that standards and quality are part of
the attraction of the higher education sector in England to international students, other
factors, such as the vigorous marketing undertaken by universities, and the fact that
England is an Anglophone country, together with the relative current weakness of sterling,
may also have an effect. We conclude that it is simplistic and unsatisfactory for higher
education institutions to be seen to rely on the fact that international students continue
to apply as evidence that standards are being maintained. It is absurd and disreputable
to justify academic standards with a market mechanism.

Views of employers

202. We begin this chapter with the views of employers on standards and quality. The
employers’ representatives, from whom we took oral evidence, were complimentary about
the higher education sector, though some of those who gave written evidence had
concerns—for example, the Institution of Engineering and Technology said that “a sizeable
proportion of today’s students appear to have problems of poor motivation and a less than
ideal approach to learning”.*”' But Mike Harris from the Institute of Directors (IoD) said
that his members were “genuinely upbeat about the quality of education delivered by
universities”.””> Where those who gave oral evidence did, however, perceive problems was
“right throughout the education system, beginning in schools and also in further education
colleges, so that when you get your ultimate employee there are particular skills
weaknesses”.””> Mr Harris explained that his members were looking for “employability” in
graduates.””* He defined this as a:

mixture of basic skills, personal qualities, good attitude, genuine employment skills,
meeting deadlines, being reliable, and personal qualities. That really means, aside
from the technical skills and the academic knowledge [...] it is getting on with
people, it is being flexible and it is being reliable. That is what we have found to be
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valued above all other things when our members are recruiting graduates. It is that
emphasis on employability and fitting into the workplace. The technical skills and
the technical knowledge acquired through a degree have a much lower profile when
they are recruiting. In terms of the message for what to do, I would focus on work
experience, getting greater exposure to the workplace, even bringing your
professional skills to bear in a work setting. That is what employers are using to
distinguish between some very able candidates.””

203. We have not in this inquiry examined the effectiveness of the curriculum on offer in
higher education over the longer term. For the most part the students who gave evidence
were, by our invitation, undergraduates currently at university with no previous experience
of higher education, although a few mature students had previously taken degrees. While
employers were broadly content with the operation of the system for the immediate future
this may not hold for the longer term. The question of whether higher education offers
graduates a suitable preparation both lifelong and lifewide in a changing world (see
paragraph 7) is another matter, which our successor committee with responsibility for
scrutinising higher education may wish to examine.

Comparability: views of students

204. The views of students contrasted with those of employers. Their prevalent view’’® was

that the current degree classification did not provide a satisfactory method of measuring
the work done or a satisfactory basis for comparing degrees between universities, and even
between subjects at the same university. Sally Tye, a student, drew attention to the contrast
between school where “you are measured against your peer group [where] A-levels are
across the board” and said that “it seems strange that universities are on a different
measurement and I think for your own personal sense of how well you are doing.””
Victoria Edwards, a mature student, made the point that many with family responsibilities
did not have the option of applying to a prestigious university:

anybody in my situation, if they are living in Newcastle or Stockport or wherever it
is, and they have got their family there and children in schools there, you do not have
a choice about which university you apply to, so you need to know that your 2:1
from that university is going to be exactly the same as far as employers are
concerned. There are lots of reasons why people choose their university and
sometimes you do not have a choice. If I had not got a place at Oxford Brookes I
would not have gone on the course because there is nowhere else I could have
commuted to.””®

For several there were concerns that employers had preconceptions that favoured degrees
from certain universities. Ricky Chotai, studying business management at Salford,
explained that his “degree isn’t just as worthy as a business management degree from the
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University of Manchester. Employers [...] immediately pick up on that and if I managed to
get a first class [or | 2:1 against one of those students I think my application would be
further down the list.””

205. In the e-consultation several students commented on whether an upper second
honours degree in two different subjects within the same university could be of different
value. One pointed out that it was possible to have a well respected department within a
poorly performing university and that in media coverage of the league tables caveats were
rarely added that certain departments were outstanding. Another took a different view:
“based on Cambridge, [honours] degrees classes was roughly equivalent within an
institution. The range of marks varied between subjects, but the proportion of students
getting a 2:i wasn’t [...] hugely different. Given that the entry criteria were also broadly
similar for each course, the degrees are probably roughly equivalent in value”*® We
examine comparability of standards at paragraph 250 and following.

Quality Assurance Agency

206. The cornerstone of what is in effect a system of self-regulation by individual
institutions is the Quality Assurance Agency (QAA). The QAA, established in 1997, is a
charity and a company limited by guarantee, governed by a Board and managed by an
Executive Committee. It is funded through subscriptions from higher education
institutions and through contracts with the major funding councils, to whom it reports
annually on its activities.” The QAA employs 125 members of staff and uses over 550
reviewers to undertake audits (drawn predominantly from working academic practitioners
in higher education institutions). It has an annual turnover of £11 million.”®

207. Universities UK explained that the QAA conducted regular visits to universities to
scrutinise quality and that QAA reports were publicly available and included judgements
about the confidence that could be placed in universities’ management of quality and
standards.’® But the QAA is not the higher education equivalent of Ofsted (the Office for
Standards in Education, Children’s Services and Skills), which inspects education for those
under 19 and the further education sector.’®* The QAA’s purpose, in its own words, is “to
safeguard the public interest in sound standards of higher education qualifications and to

379 Q198
380 Ev 171

381 QAA, Self Evaluation: External Review for Confirmation of Full Membership of the European Association for Quality
Assurance in Higher Education (ENQA), February 2008, and QAA’s website provide the following information. The
Board of QAA has 15 members: four are appointed by the representative bodies of the heads of higher education
institutions; four are appointed by the funding bodies in higher education in the UK; six are independent directors
who have wide experience of industry, commerce, finance or the practice of a profession, and are appointed by the
Board as a whole; and one is a student, also appointed by the Board as a whole.

382 QAA, An Introduction to the QAA, 2009
383 Ev 438, para 18

384 The Office for Standards in Education, Children’s Services and Skills (Ofsted) is a non-ministerial government
department created on 1st April 2007. The Education & Inspections Act 2006 established the new Department as the
single inspectorate in England for children, young people and adult learners, bringing together functions from the
Commission for Social Care Inspection (CSCl), the Children and Family Court Advisory and Support Service (CAFCASS)
of HM Inspectorate of Court Administration (HMICA), the Adult Learning Inspectorate (ALI), and the Office for
Standards in Education (the former Ofsted). (Office for Standards in Education, Children’s Services and Skills
Resource Accounts 2007-08, HC (2007-08) 582)



92 Students and Universities

inform and encourage continuous improvement in the management of the quality of
higher education”.”® The QAA pointed out in its written evidence to the Committee that:

The primary responsibility for academic standards and quality rests with individual
institutions. QAA reviews and reports on how well they meet those responsibilities,
identifies good practice and makes recommendations for improvement.

We visit institutions to conduct our audits, make judgements and publish reports,
but we are not an inspectorate or a regulator and do not have statutory powers. We
aim to ensure that institutions have effective processes in place to secure their
academic standards, but we do not judge the standards themselves.**

One main aspect of the QAA’s work is institutional reviews, which are reviews and audits
of the academic performance of institutions. We noted that the QAA used to carry out
reviews of individual subjects but that it has discontinued this process.

208. We agree with the QAA that it is in the public interest that there are sound standards
of higher education qualifications. The public purse supports higher education to the
tune of £15 billion and it is essential those studying at higher education institutions are
awarded degrees that measure accurately and consistently the intellectual development
and skills that students have achieved. We consider that it is essential that a body
concerns itself with assuring the comparability of standards both between institutions
and over time.

The operation of the Quality Assurance Agency

209. The heads of higher education institutions that had been subject to QAA audits
stressed the strength of the QAA’s processes. Professor Trainor, President of Universities
UK and Principal of King’s College London, said that any institution coming up to a
periodic institutional audit by the QAA—and his was then preparing for one in January
2009—did “not think that the QAA lacks teeth”.”” He saw the QAA as “having a great deal
of independence” and a body that was “above any ability of an individual institution to
influence what is going on”.**® He saw the QAA in combination with each higher education
institution as policing “standards and processes in UK higher education”’®
Representatives from the higher education sector also made the point that the current
arrangements as well as safeguarding standards also led to improvement. Professor
Driscoll, Vice-Chancellor of Middlesex University, had been subject to a recent
institutional audit by the QAA and said that “enhancement was very much part of their
review”.**® We are not surprised that those from institutions that the QAA has on whole
found to be working well have commended the QAA.
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210. The operation of the QAA, however, also came in for criticism. Professor Geoffrey
Alderman considered that:

the QAA [...] should be refocused to concentrate squarely on standards. At the
moment it concentrates on process. It is possible to come out of the QAA with a
glowing report but in fact have poor standards.*"

Others submitting written evidence echoed Professor Alderman’s criticism:

HEFCE/QAA etc. concern themselves merely with the written documentation of the
courses[...] Each department or faculty assesses the “quality” of its own course, but
this assessment is usually merely an examination of the course documentation. There
is no genuine external scrutiny. This self-regulation is remarkably similar to that
performed by the Financial Services Authority, and we are all now aware of the
ineffectiveness of this type of “regulation”.**>

[T]he QAA thinks in terms of “course delivery” and “course providers” rather than
disciplines and teachers. Its notion of how to square academic freedom with quality
assurance is to avoid making any judgment about the content of courses—which
allows Oxford to teach theology and Westminster complementary medicine—but to
insist on a particular form of bureaucratic packaging; this means that a higher value
is put on it being absolutely clear and predictable what a student will be told than is
put on waking up their minds and seeing how far they can go if they are stretched.*”

In oral evidence Dr Fenton, an academic, said that in her experience the QAA was
“another bureaucratic, administrative burden that you learn to play the game of” and that
“You do it very well, you show the processes are there, but it does not actually command
the respect of the academics delivering the teaching on the ground”.**

211. A number of those submitting written evidence made the point that before the 1992
reorganisation of higher education, there had been a body, the Council for National
Academic Awards (CNAA),** which was “a version of Ofqual for universities”.**
Professor Ryan, an academic, explained:

The non-old-fashioned sector gave CNAA-validated degrees and nobody in the
CNAA believed that there was anything very clever to be said about whether a
CNAA degree in history was more or less demanding than a CNAA degree in
sociology or whatever. What was true was that you could not put on a degree course
without getting it past the CNAA, it did look at the syllabuses, it looked at your
teaching resources and the external examiners came from the CNAA and what they
had going for them was they would have been deeply humiliated to validate and
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approve of courses that other people later thought were not up to scratch. It is not so
to speak, therefore, an impossible state of affairs; to my mind the CNAA was much
more like the right animal than the QAA.*”

212. We put the criticisms about the focus on process to Peter Williams, Chief Executive of
the QAA, who replied that process and outcomes were “very strongly linked”.””® He
pointed out that “because teachers plan their teaching, then students will learn. Because
students are guided in their learning, they will learn. It is that careful, systematic approach
which is important and it is even more important given the size of the system.””
Following media coverage and with our encouragement, Mr Williams explained that the
QAA had carried out an analysis of the critical media stories relating to standards in the
last year and he was “coming to the conclusion that there are some areas where there is
probably something which requires more systematic investigation than we have been able
to give it so far”.** He added that as the cases investigated under the “causes for concern”
process were concerned, the QAA had found the vast majority were in the first instance
either personal complaints or grievances or, in the case of staff, post-dismissal or cases
where they had been to an employment tribunal; in other words they were personal cases.
He considered, however, that it was “also fair to say that it is sometimes quite difficult to
discover whether the personal case is masking a systemic problem or is just a one-off
administrative failure” and that was

where we are needing to do more work on individual cases, some of which remain
open because we are not satisfied that this thing is simply a personal grievance and
we want to come back and look at them, but we cannot do that while the cases are
open.*!

213. Under the arrangements operated by the QAA, “a cause for concern” is defined as
“any policy, procedure or action implemented, or omitted, by a higher or further education
institution in England, which appears likely to jeopardise the institution’s capacity to assure
the academic standards and quality of any of its HE programmes and/or awards”.*”> The
power to declare a possible cause for concern is limited to a group of named organisations,
principally statutory, regulatory, and some professional bodies.*”> Any response by the
QAA to a request from one of those organisations to investigate an apparent difficulty is
“phased and proportionate”, beginning with an informal enquiry and only progressing to a
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full investigation where this is considered to be necessary in the light of evidence
gathered.**

214. Following Mr Williams’ oral evidence, the QAA supplied a supplementary
memorandum*” providing additional information. It pointed out that:

Since 2002 we have interviewed more than 10,000 students and a similar number of
staff in [higher education institutions], to discover whether their institutions’ views
of themselves and the way they assure their own standards stand up to scrutiny. This
contrasts markedly with the handful of individual complainants who have written to
us since last summer and with the equally small number who have responded to your
Committee’s invitation to make submissions. Every audit has led to both
commendations for good practice and recommendations for action, categorised as
being either ‘essential’, ‘advisable’, or ‘desirable’, and these are almost invariably
accepted and acted upon.*®

In supporting material provided “by way of illustration of our effectiveness” the QAA
described “the specific responses and actions from those institutions that received
judgements of ‘no confidence’ and ‘limited confidence’ in their institutional audits between
2003 and 2007.7*”

215. In April 2009 the QAA published its final report on its “thematic enquiries into
concerns about academic quality and standards in higher education”.*® The report
comprised a commentary on the five areas of interest identified from articles and
comments made in the media over the summer of 2008:

e student workload and contact hours;

¢ language requirements for the acceptance of international students;
e recruitment and admission practices for international students;

e use of external examiners; and

e assessment practices, including institutions’ arrangements for setting the academic
standards of their awards.*”

216. We have noted the QAA’s recommendations on each of these five areas. This Report
is not the vehicle to examine them in detail but we consider that they are useful—for
example, on student workload and contact hours that “provision by institutions of readily
available and clear information about the nature and amount of contact students may
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expect with staff in respect of individual study programmes, and the expectations that the
institutions have of students as independent learners” was required*°—chimes with many
of conclusions in this Report, though in some cases we would go further than the QAA.*"
In our view, it is matter of some regret—and a symptom of complacency—that it was
only after pressure from outside the higher education sector, that is, the media,
ministers and us that it appears that the QAA used the “cause for concern” process to
examine more generally institutions’ capacity to assure the academic standards and
quality of their higher education programmes and awards. We consider that the QAA
needs to make up for lost time and develop its expertise in this area. In addition, we
consider that the Government and higher education institutions must find the
resources to support this endeavour.

217. We also raised the role and operation of the QAA with John Denham. While he
considered that the “work of QAA in general shows that we do not have a systemic

problem with quality and standards in the system”, he identified three areas which “we
need to look at”*? and which he had discussed with both HEFCE and the QAA:

The first is that the system is not very good at closing down those sorts of issues,
stories and allegations that were brought before [the] Committee. We are not good
enough at getting in with the individual institutions and actually having an outcome
where we can say we managed to sort it out.

The second thing is that it is not clear enough that essentially one body—I think it
should be the QAA—has the lead responsibility for communicating to the public
both here and indeed internationally the real story about the quality of higher
education. I think QAA essentially services the higher education sector; the
information is there but there is no obvious responsibility on anybody for
communicating that effectively and for recognising how damaging it can be if an
allegation—albeit a completely unsubstantiated allegation—is allowed to run for
ages.

The third thing is that there are some persistent issues that come up from time to
time, external examiners being one, where I think it is useful to have a body that
looks at that and says (as I think the QAA will do), “This is pretty much okay, but
here are some ways that people could do it better; here’s some good practice to
handle it better”. I think if the QAA were better able to make sure that the allegations
that are made are sorted out, that they had a clearer responsibility for
communicating quality and standards issues for the broader public and [...] they do
show proactively that if there are certain types of issues that keep coming up they
have a look at them, then we could move forward.*

218. Although we found the former Secretary of State’s response constructive, we would
wish to question the role he appeared to envisage for the QAA. While accepting that the
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QAA had a role in investigating and safeguarding quality in both the sector and in
individual institutions, he appeared to see it also as having some of the characteristics of a
public relations body charged with improving communications with the public in this
country and abroad and in closing down stories. In our view a body with responsibilities
for standards which has as its primary function promoting UK higher education would
be misconceived and likely to undermine faith in the quality of higher education.

219. We accept that quality needs to be underpinned with sound processes and, indeed,
also the converse that deficient or chaotic processes will undermine quality. But we do not
accept that sound processes necessarily denote high quality. That is the trap that many
bureaucracies and those that run them fall into. That said, in response to concerns which
DIUS, HEFCE, the media and we raised, we have found that the QAA has shown itself
willing to, and capable of, investigating standards and concerns about quality in higher
education. We consider that in not judging “the standards themselves”, the QAA is
taking an unduly limited view of its potential role.

220. In our view the most effective way to safeguard standards and serve the public interest
is to make the body responsible for supervising and reporting on standards more
independent both from government and from the higher education institutions that
currently subscribe to it. If we were designing a new system we would not recommend the
current arrangements with the QAA reporting on processes and leaving standards to
individual higher education institutions. In our view, there is a justifiable case for
recommending the abolition of the QAA and starting afresh with a new body. We are,
however, concerned that the inevitable hiatus, disruption and costs caused by the abolition
of the QAA and the establishment of a new body would not serve the best interests of
students, universities and the taxpayer. We have concluded that, on balance, the QAA,
rather than be abolished, should be reformed and re-established as a Quality and
Standards Agency—possibly by Royal Charter (which was the arrangement used to set
up the former Council for National Academic Awards)—with the responsibility for
maintaining consistent, national standards in higher education institutions in England
and for monitoring and reporting on standards. We also recommend that the remit of
the new body include—if necessary, on the basis of statute—a duty to safeguard, and
report on, standards in higher education in England. It should also report annually on
standards to Parliament. We further recommend that, to ensure its independence, the
funding of the Agency’s activities in England be provided through a mechanism
requiring half its funding to be provided by the Higher Education Funding Council for
England and half from levies on higher education institutions in England. In making
these recommendations we are looking to see a fundamental change in the operation of
the QAA and that, if this cannot be achieved within two years, the QAA/Quality and
Standards Agency should be abolished and an entirely new organisation be established
in its place.

Variations in demands made of students

221. Drawing on reports published by the Higher Education Policy Institute (HEPI)** we
pointed out on several occasions to Vice-Chancellors that it appeared that the study time—

414 The Academic Experience of Students in English Universities (2007 report), HEPI, September 2007, and The Academic
Experience of Students in English Universities (2009 Report), HEPI, May 2009
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which includes lectures, tutorials and private study—for students working towards degrees
in similar subjects varied significantly.*’> We were disappointed by the responses. Professor
Driscoll, Vice-Chancellor of Middlesex, was forceful, though not untypical, in his response:

A couple of things to say about the HEPI studies. The ones that were carried out in
2006-07 surveyed 15,000 students. This latest update surveyed 2000 students; the
report does not even say how many responded. It is a woefully small sample and I do
not think that any statistician would stand by those results. The other thing that
disturbs me more seriously about the conclusions of those HEPI reports is that they
take one statistic—that is formal contact hours—and extrapolate some extraordinary
statements about effort and the work that students do. I think it is quite
unreasonable. [...] what is important is not just the contact hours, it is the quality of
those hours, and it is everything else that goes into that. My institution—and I am
sure this is true of most institutions across the sector—produces course handbooks
and in those course handbooks it describes the contact, the nature of the contact, the
number of assignments they will have to do and the nature of the assessment, and it
provides all the other information around the reading lists.*!¢

222. It is not our job to evaluate the work of HEPI but we were concerned by the responses
of the Vice-Chancellors, not just Professor Driscoll, when pressed on the apparent
disparity in the levels of effort required in different universities to obtain degrees in similar
subjects. First, they raised methodological questions. If the HEPI studies are as unreliable
as some of the leaders of the sector appear to contend, they should commission and
publish their own study but they have not sought to do so. As Professor Brown, former
Vice-Chancellor of Southampton Solent, pointed out, the HEPI studies “were done
because of no other work being done”.*” We consider that the fact that the higher
education sector does not appear to have assembled its own evidence undermines the Vice-
Chancellors” arguments. Second, the Vice-Chancellors’ answers concentrated on contact
time between staff and students. Yet the HEPI studies are explicit that they are examining
total study time which is broader than contact time.*”* We conclude that it appears that
different levels of effort are required in different universities to obtain degrees in
similar subjects, which may suggest that different standards may be being applied.
Furthermore, the HEPI studies’ consistent message is that more research is necessary in
this vital area of student contact, and we conclude that those responsible for standards
in higher education (both institutions and the sector level bodies) should ensure that
such research is carried out.

223. Professor Brown also commented that the notion that “British students who go to
university seem to study less intensively than continental students has been validated by a
number of independent surveys, so that aspect of the HEPI survey [...] is right”.*"® The
Centre for Higher Education Research and Information (CHERI), in commenting on the
quality of teaching provision in UK higher education, also noted the results of international
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comparisons and suggested that, while the quality of teaching appeared to be relatively
high within UK universities, “the level of demands made on learners and the achievements
of those learners may be relatively low”.** CHERI’s general conclusions were that:

there is some evidence to suggest that the educational experience of higher education
students in the UK is in some respects somewhat less than “world class” when
compared with its counterparts elsewhere in Europe. With the Bologna process of
harmonisation between different higher education systems, differences may become
increasingly visible. [...] this may shatter some myths and any complacency about
the superiority of UK higher education. [We] recommend to Government and
HEFCE that further attention be given to the growing amount of research evidence
on the differences (and similarities) between the higher education experiences
provided by different national systems.**!

In April 2009, HEFCE published “Diversity in the student learning experience and time
devoted to study: a comparative analysis of the UK and European evidence”, a report to
HEFCE by CHERI. The study found that:

When looking at students’ workload overall (i.e. lectures, classes and all forms of
study) two separate studies [...] both found that students in the UK spent an average
of about 30 hours a week on studying, the least amount of time compared to their
counterparts in other European countries. [...] The results of these studies support
the conclusions of the HEPI report and add to the body of evidence that UK students
commit fewer hours to study than students in other European countries.*?

We add that in our discussions with students during our visit to the USA they claimed to
spend up to 60 hours a week studying, that is in lectures, tutorials and private study.

224. The findings of CHERI and HEPI reports indicate that students in England may
spend considerably less time studying than their counterparts in Europe or the USA. This
is a potentially serious finding in view of the fact that degrees in this country are also often
shorter than those overseas taking into account variations in student/staff ratios in classes
compared with the UK and methods of teaching, three years compared with four. We
recommend that the Government investigate and establish whether students in
England spend significantly less time studying, which includes lectures, contact time
with academic staff and private study, than their counterparts overseas and that, if this
proves to be the case, establish what effect this has on the standards of degrees awarded
by the higher education sector in England.

Assessment of teaching quality

225. When we took evidence at Liverpool Hope University, the Vice-Chancellor, Professor
Pillay, was of the view that there had been an “over-emphasis [...] on management of
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quality rather than enhancing quality”.**® Looking to the future he said that the QAA
would have to consider:

whether we have the same rigour in our teaching quality measurement as we have
about research at the moment. Nothing [...] is assessing teaching quality. Nothing is
assessing yet the quality of scholarship. I do not just mean research outputs, because
that is only part of what a university does. Something is going missing but I think
these are the challenges and questions we raise for the future. [...] I think more
responsibility must be given to the university to actually show why it maintains and
enhances quality, with the emphasis now on teaching quality not just on research
quality.***

226. We found Professor Pillay’s analysis compelling. We have indicated in the previous
chapter that the higher education sector needs to adopt a strategy to improve teaching and
lecturer training and development and we identified two elements: professional
development and universities themselves identifying and addressing poor teaching. The
third element in the strategy we consider has to be supplied by an external body, a
reformed QAA charged with the responsibility of monitoring, and reporting on, teaching
standards, which, in our view, will act as a stimulus to improvement in teaching standards.
We conclude that the reformed QAA’s new remit should include the review of, and
reporting, on the quality of teaching in universities and, where shortcomings are
identified, ensuring that they are reported publicly and addressed by the institution
concerned. We also conclude that the QAA should develop its current policy of giving
greater attention to institutions’ policies and procedures in relation to improving
quality and that the QAA should produce more guidance and feedback based on its
institutional reviews.

Institutional accreditation

227.In order to be able to award a recognised higher education degree in the UK, an
organisation needs to be authorised to do so either by Royal Charter or Act of Parliament.
Section 76 of the Further and Higher Education Act 1992 empowers the Privy Council to
specify institutions of higher education as competent to grant awards, in other words to
grant them powers to award their own degrees. In considering applications for such
powers, the Privy Council seeks advice from the appropriate territorial minister with
higher education responsibilities. In turn, the minister seeks advice from the appropriate
agency.*” In England this was DIUS (now BIS) and the QAA respectively.*** In advising on
applications, the QAA is guided by criteria and the associated evidence requirements. The
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QAA’s work is overseen by its Advisory Committee on Degree Awarding Powers, a sub-
committee of its Board.**’

228. Professor Baker from GuildHE explained the QAA’s assessment of institutions
seeking the power to award degrees:

My own institution went through the taught degree-awarding powers assessment
some three years ago, and it was a two-and-a-half-year process. Believe me, it was not
easy. So I think that the QAA does have teeth; it does look very long and hard at
institutions, and their quality assurance processes in particular. It does not give away
the confidence vote or the taught degree-awarding powers award lightly.***

229. Once granted, degree awarding powers are held in perpetuity. We observe that, since
the 12" century, it has been the pattern that once founded, a university was a significant
national asset which was expected to endure for centuries. In the 21* century, however, we
now have a diverse higher education sector in England with 133 higher education
institutions. It is increasingly questionable whether we should adhere rigidly to this
medieval approach to the status of universities and we see risks that it could breed
complacency and become, for example, a barrier to closing an institution that deserved to
have its powers removed. When, however, we suggested to Universities UK, the 1994
Group, Million+ and the Russell Group that institutional accreditation might be reviewed
periodically, they unanimously rejected the idea.*** Professor Trainor from Universities UK
considered that a system that reviewed accreditation did not have “any more teeth than the
[current] institutional audit system [...] because de facto, periodically, getting a good result
from the institutional audit is prerequisite for the university carrying on with its reputation
in good order”.*** We were not convinced. When we were in the USA we were told that all
higher education institutions had their accreditation to award degrees reviewed
periodically. We cannot see why universities in England need to be excluded from a review
of powers to award degrees, especially as the number, range and diversity of universities
increase and include a number of private, commercial providers. It could be carried out as
part of a broadened institutional review by the reformed QAA, which examined not only
process but also the quality of courses and standards, and it would add discipline to the
process if—in admittedly extreme cases—an institution’s degree awarding powers could be
revoked or curtailed. We recommend that all higher education institutions in England
have their accreditation to award degrees reviewed no less often than every 10 years by
the reformed QAA. Where the Agency concludes that all or some of an institution’s
powers should be withdrawn, we recommend that the Government draw up and put in
place arrangements which would allow accreditation to award degrees to be withdrawn
or curtailed by the Agency.

230. As we have explained we envisage that the review of degree awarding powers could be
part of the periodic institutional review. There may, exceptionally, be a need to review
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these powers in the period between institutional reviews. In our view, there needs to be a
trigger for an exceptional review. We recommend that the reformed QAA have powers to
carry out reviews of the quality of, and standards applied in, the assessment
arrangements for an institution’s courses, including, if necessary, its degree awarding
powers, in response to external examiners’ or public concerns about the standards in an
institution or at the direction of the Secretary of State.

Whistle-blowers

231. We received a small number of submissions from academics alleging that their
attempts to raise concerns about standards in their institutions had been suppressed by
their university authorities.””! As the focus of our inquiry was the experience of students
and because a select committee is not generally an appropriate or effective forum for the
pursuit of what are individual circumstances, we decided not to investigate each of these
cases. We did wish to establish, however, whether these cases were prima facie evidence of
a systematic failure within the higher education sector. In its written evidence the
University and College Union (UCU) told us that it received “occasional reports from
members about pressure to admit or to pass students, or to approve new programmes,
against their academic judgement”.*”* UCU explained that institutions were also under
pressure in the “higher education marketplace” not to disclose concerns about their own
standards.*® An academic, Dr Dearden, said in a written submission that academic
standards had been compromised by amongst other factors, “management pressure on
academic staff to ‘fully utilise the range of marks’ and, in the extreme case, the threat of loss
of teaching leading to staff priming students on exam content” and he said that much of
the compromise in standards was impossible to identify through formal monitoring
procedures.**

232. The oral evidence we received from some academics seemed to confirm this picture.
Dr Fenton told us that staff who were vulnerable, especially younger members or newer
members to the profession, who had “not got as much clout, standing or protection within
the institution[, were] very nervous about speaking out, or recommending that certain
students should not be getting certain grades”.**> Another academic, Dr Reid, in giving oral
evidence, explained that:

There is no doubt there is nothing an institution values more closely than its external
reputation, and they are very protective of that. I know people certainly feel as
though they cannot speak out; they cannot even speak out in their own department’s
staff meetings, never mind to colleagues from The Times Higher who may be
interested.**
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233. When it gave oral evidence UCU was, understandably, reluctant to cite specific cases
of bullying®” but it indicated that “our colleagues certainly are telling us it is getting
worse”.*® We pressed for general information*® and in a supplementary memorandum
UCU drew attention to a press release it had issued on 6 November 2008 on bullying at
work.*® The release goes wider than bullying over standards. It related to individual
academics’ capacity to “speak out” with regard to areas of research that were prioritised,
the university’s reputation and more general questioning of management policy. The
release said that a survey of 9,700 members working in higher education revealed that 6.7%
of members said they were “always” or “often” bullied at work and 16.7% said
“sometimes”. Only half (51%) said they had “never” been bullied at work.**!

234. In its original memorandum the UCU stated that the “Whistleblowing procedures
and the academic freedom protections” in the 1988 Education Reform Act had “proved to
be inadequate in protecting academic whistleblowers”.**> We noted one instance where this
appeared to be a problem. This was where an academic who had raised concerns about
standards then left a higher education institution after signing a confidentiality
agreement.* It appears that the whistle-blowing procedures in the 1988 Act would not
give protection from action by the institution for breach of contract to an academic seeking
to raise concerns about standards at the higher education institution. We make no
comment about the merits of the case raised with us but it does highlight a wider concern
about the system: confidentiality agreements preventing the operation of the whistle-
blowing provisions in the 1988 Act where the whistle-blower has concerns about standards
may not be the public interest.

235. It appears to us that the current protections within the sector and the internal
arrangements of some higher education institutions may not provide sufficient protection
to whistle-blowers raising, in good faith, potentially serious concerns about standards at
higher education institutions. The pressures within the system to protect the reputation of
the institution are so strong that they risk not only sweeping problems under the mat but
isolating and ostracising unjustly those raising legitimate concerns. It is not acceptable that
the only avenue available to some of those who considered themselves aggrieved was to
raise their concerns through the immunity provided by us as a select committee of the
House of Commons when we accepted their representations as evidence. We see grounds
for concluding that the system for reviewing the concerns of academics about standards
needs to be rebalanced to provide greater protection for those raising concerns
alongside a clear move to independent and external review. Our initial view is that such
a service which provides, for example, independent arbitration and adjudication might
be the responsibility of a reformed QAA. We also recommend that Government bring
forward legislation to strengthen the whistle-blowing procedures in the 1988 Education
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Reform Act to provide greater protection to academics. We are reluctant to go further
and to reach firm conclusions without carrying out a more detailed inquiry into
adequacy of the protection for whistle-blowers within higher education—and this is an
issue that a successor committee with responsibility for scrutinising higher education
may wish to return to—but on the basis of the evidence from individual academics and
the UCU we consider that there could be a systematic problem here.

Manchester Metropolitan University

236. There was one case concerning an allegation about standards where we became
involved. This concerned Walter Cairns, Senior Lecturer at Manchester Metropolitan
University, who submitted written evidence to our inquiry which was critical of the
University’s marking processes and he told us that, as a consequence, he was removed from
the Academic Board of the University—see chapter 6. The case does raise a point of general
application and relevance to this chapter. The case of Mr Cairns, the details of which we
set out in chapter 6 of this Report, reinforces our uneasiness about the adequacy of the
internal systems within higher education institutions to resolve disputes involving
those who raise concerns about standards. In our view, the ability of an academic to
appeal to an external, independent body would provide a safety-value for potentially
explosive disputes. At a late stage in our inquiry, a second academic from Manchester
Metropolitan University, Susan Evans, made a complaint about the University’s response
to her evidence. We also deal with her representations at chapter 6.

The autonomy of higher education institutions

237. The question of standards in the higher education sector highlighted the issue of
autonomy of higher education institutions, which arose at several points during this
inquiry. Sir Alan Langlands, Chief Executive of HEFCE, described higher education
institutions as “private bodies serving public functions”.*** To avoid any confusion we must
make it clear that we have not examined in this inquiry academic freedom, which is held to
be central to the role of universities as institutions and their academic staff as individuals in
advancing knowledge and critical education, and is often defined as the “right of each
individual member of the faculty of an institution to enjoy the freedom to study, to inquire,
to speak his mind, to communicate his ideas, and to assert the truth as he sees it”.**> Nor
are we questioning what the Robbins Report called the individual freedom*¢ of the
academic, though on occasion, as we noted in the evidence from the UCU, there was a
potential for tension between an individual’s academic freedom to comment on standards
and the actions of university management. Our main difficulty was understanding the
extent and range of the autonomy that higher education institutions have—what the
Robbins Report called “institutional freedom”.*” We found ourselves drawing some
comparison with the operation of the so-called Haldane Principle, which has featured in
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our inquiries into the allocation of resources for scientific research.*® The Haldane
Principle is taken to hold that the scientific research councils (and universities) should
choose which research to support on scientific criteria at “arms length” from the
Government and political considerations. The most striking parallel was that, while all
parties supported the principle of autonomy and had a general idea what it meant, its
detailed operation was far from clear.

238. It is instructive to start with the 1963 Robbins Report which saw institutional freedom
as encompassing (with in some cases a limited role for government) appointments,
curricula and standards, admission of students, the balance between teaching and research,
freedom of development and salaries and staffing ratios.*** When we asked Dr Hood, Vice-
Chancellor of the University of Oxford, what autonomy Oxford had, his answer showed
that the institutional freedom of the 1960s had reduced. He replied:

We have autonomy and we protect our autonomy in the sense of academic freedom
but we do not have autonomy in the sense that we are unregulated, that we are in a
non-compliant regime, for example, where we set our own regulatory framework,
our own compliance norms, quite the contrary. The Government’s funding, be it
teaching funding or research funding or funding for various outreach purposes or
for tech transfer purposes comes with very prescriptive conditions attaching to it and
very strong audit and other related requirements.*’

239. We asked John Denham about the extent to which he was able to direct the higher
education sector given the dependence of the sector on government for financial support.
He took the example of the Higher Education Achievement Report (HEAR), which we
examine at paragraph 261 and following. He explained that it “would not have happened
without ministers saying to the sector that there is an issue here and we have to grasp it.
That is seen as a product of the sector and the HEAR Report is being accepted around the
sector because it is owned by them.”! In our view, this approach is to be commended but
we have reservations that it may come under pressure—and the pattern since the 1960s
shows a growing role for government in “institutional” matters in higher education
institutions—and we consider that a clearer arrangement is needed in the 21* century.

240. It is worth noting that the Government did not adopt the approach based on the
dialogue Mr Denham outlined to us when, last year, it withdrew resources for those
undertaking equivalent or lower qualifications (ELQs) with the result that their fees
increased. Instead, it withdrew the funding by means of a directive issued to HEFCE.** As
well as the constraints Dr Hood described, we would add that, from our experience in this
inquiry, there is also within universities the constraint of managerialism as managers align
the work of their staff to their strategic goals. As the financial effects of the recession build
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we would expect the pressures on universities from government above and within
institutions to increase.

241. The lack of clarity about institutional autonomy in the higher education sector also
makes it difficult to see where responsibility for delivering government policy lies when
matters do not work out as planned. For example, in the case of widening participation,
which we examined at chapter 2, we were told by the sector that they were “doing
somersaults, metaphorically speaking, to try to encourage applications from a broader
spectrum”**’ and that many of the levers to widen participation were not, as we have noted,
within their grasp but arose from schooling and family circumstances.”* On the other
hand, when Oxford and Cambridge recently fell short of their benchmarks for students
from state schools, the former Secretary of State said that the figures showed that there
were “wide variations between the performance of different institutions against their
benchmarks in [...] widening participation[...] We need to explain why this is if we are to
make further progress which is why I am writing to HEFCE today to explore what further
action we can take and what part the QAA could play in creating greater visibility and a
better understanding [...] variations between institutions”.*>

242. We consider that both the higher education sector—academics, managers and
students—and government would benefit if the roles and responsibilities of each were set
out in a concordat. We do not envisage a detailed legal document but an agreed set of
principles governing the relationship between the government and the sector. We
recommend that the Government request HEFCE, the higher education sector and
student bodies to draw up, and seek to agree, a concordat defining those areas over
which universities have autonomy, including a definition of academic freedom and, on
the other side, those areas where the Government, acting on behalf of the taxpayer, can
reasonably and legitimately lay down requirements or intervene. Drawing on the issues
raised across this inquiry we set out in chapter 7 some matters which we suggest could be
included in a concordat.

Degree classification

Grade inflation

243. The table below sets out first degrees awarded by UK higher education institutions by
class of degree. The figures for 1997-98 to 2007-08 were supplied by DIUS and are taken
from the Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA) student record which is collected
annually.*® Because HESA has also published figures from 1994-95 we have added these to
the sequence in italics, though they are not recorded on the same basis as the later figures.
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Table 5: Degrees by class awarded by UK higher education institution
Year 1st Upper Lower | Third/ | Total Unclassified | Un- All
second second | pass classified known
1994-95 | 16,687 95,824 82,898 | 41,644 | 237,053 *
1995-96 | 17,305 102,720 | 89,146 | 42,077 | 251,248 *
1996-97 | 18,079 104,949 | 90,802 | 22,190 | 236,020 19,240
1997-98 | 19,470 108,590 | 89,490 | 21,205 | 238,755 18,160 1,840 258,755
1998-99 | 20,730 111,750 | 92,050 | 20,830 | 245,355 18,315 0 263,670
1999-00 | 21,770 113,740 | 90,300 | 20,110 | 245,920 19,350 0 265,270
2000-01 | 24,095 118,460 | 89,750 | 21,150 | 253,455 19,205 0 272,665
2001-02 | 26,455 121,240 | 86,650 | 19,620 | 253,965 20,470 0 274,440
2002-03 | 28,635 123,800 | 88,260 | 20,670 | 261,365 21,010 0 282,380
2003-04 | 30,175 127,935 | 90,470 | 20,785 | 269,365 22,725 0 292,090
2004-05 | 32,465 132,770 | 92,610 | 22,290 | 280,135 26,235 0 306,365
2005-06 | 34,825 137,235 | 94,265 | 22,845 | 289,170 26,815 0 315,985
2006-07 | 36,645 138,745 | 92,795 | 23,195 | 291,380 27,880 0 319,260
2007-08 | 41,150 148,265 | 95,145 | 23,990 | 308,550 26,260 80 334,890
Proportions
Year 1st Upper Lower | Third/ | Total
second second | pass classified
1996-97 | 7.7% 44.5% 385% | 9.4% 100.0%
1997-98 | 8.2% 45.5% 37.5% | 8.9% 100.0%
1998-99 | 8.4% 45.5% 37.5% | 85% 100.0%
1999-00 | 8.9% 46.3% 36.7% | 8.2% 100.0%
2000-01 | 9.5% 46.7% 354% | 8.3% 100.0%
2001-02 | 10.4% 47.7% 34.1% 7.7% 100.0%
2002-03 | 11.0% 47.4% 33.8% 7.9% 100.0%
2003-04 | 11.2% 47.5% 33.6% 7.7% 100.0%
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2005-06 | 12.0% 47.5% 32.6% 7.9% 100.0%

2006-07 | 12.6% 47.6% 31.8% 8.0% 100.0%

2007-08 | 13.3% 48.1% 30.8% 7.8% 100.0%

* Third and/Pass includes ‘Unknown’ class of degree; lower second includes ‘Undivided’ second class.

244. Professor Yorke, in a paper he supplied with his written evidence, identified the “good
honours degree” as an upper second or a first class honours degree which was “often taken
as a yardstick of success, in that it opens doors to careers and other opportunities that
would generally remain closed to graduates with lower classes of honours” that is lower
second and third class honours.”” Professor Yorke has analysed the detailed data behind
the figures in the table above. He commented that:

The analyses [in his paper] for the period 1994-2002 showed that the percentage of
“good honours degrees” [...] tended to rise in almost all subject areas. When the
award data were disaggregated by institutional type, the rises were most apparent in
the elite “Russell Group” universities.

Similar analyses for the period 2002-2007 showed that there was still a general
tendency for the percentage of “good honours degrees” to rise, but that the strongest
rises were scattered more evenly throughout institutional types.***

245. We put on record our thanks to Professor Yorke and also to Professor Longden for
the interest that they have taken in our inquiry and their diligence in supplying statistical
information and analyses. Professor Yorke suggested a number of possible reasons for the
changes he observed.

Amongst those likely to influence an upward movement in classifications were:
o Improvements in teaching
e Greater student diligence

e Curricula being expressed in terms of specific learning outcomes which gave
students a clear indication of what they need to achieve

e Students being ‘strategic’ about curricular choices
e Developments in assessment methods.

Changes in the way that classifications were determined:

The significance for institutions of league tables’.

457 "Eddies in the current? Trends in honours degree classifications in England, Wales and Northern Ireland, 2002-07",
Mantz Yorke, Visiting Professor, Lancaster University, Paper presented on 9 December 2008 at the Society for
Research into Higher Education held in Liverpool Conference, Liverpool, Ev 202

458 Ev 201, para 4-5
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Classifications may be influenced downwards by:

Student part-time employment

The distraction from teaching of other demands on academics’ time.

The following might also be influential, but it was unclear what their effects might be:

Changes in institutions’ student entry profiles

459

Changes in the portfolios of subjects offered by institutions.
246. Several academics stated that standards had, or were, declining.

[A] typical degree awarded in the Arts & Humanities (I cannot speak for other areas)
is worth less than its equivalent of even five years ago, and certainly less than ten or
twenty years ago. This is despite the proliferation of quality controls, some aspects of
which, I believe, contribute to declining standards.*

Despite educating more students, who are less well selected, and with resources
stretched more thinly, increasing numbers of university students obtain a 2:1 or a Ist
class degree. This indicates an obvious decline in standards. [...] For my final year
course I have received essays that were almost impossible to follow, largely empty of
content, a regurgitation of lecture notes or basic textbooks and factually incorrect. I
routinely awarded these essays low grades but have been brought under pressure,
internally and externally, to provide higher grades.**!

To those of us who have been involved in the assessment of law subjects taught at the
level of higher education, it is obvious that standards have dropped substantially.
[...]This is not only the case, as is generally believed, because of the incidence of
course work and of “seen” examination papers. It also has to do with the manner in
which the various assessed elements—whether in the form of examinations, tests,
essays and other items of coursework—are evaluated and marked. More particularly
it relates to a tacit understanding amongst university staff that assessment levels and
methods shall be geared mainly, if not exclusively, to the need to retain as many
students as possible for the subsequent years and for graduation.*”

We also found of interest the comment of a mature student who, having obtained a degree
in engineering 25 years earlier, returned to university to obtain an MSc in Biological
Sciences and so was studying alongside students who had come through the system a
generation later. He said that “much of what I had learnt at school now had to be taught at
University, inevitably pushing out other material that would otherwise have been

» 463

taught”.
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247. With a few exceptions such as the Quality Strategy Network,*** we found that
representatives from the sector were not inclined to engage in a detailed examination of the
trend Professor Yorke observed. Professor Trainor from Universities UK, while
acknowledging that there had been “a lot of talk and publicity on this in the last six months
or so, about degree classification, and so on”, noted that “the patterns of degree
classification have not changed all that much over the last ten years—only a six per cent
rise in the percentage of Firsts and 2.15”.** John Denham appeared to make a similar point:

The proportion of graduates who were awarded a first went from 8.1% to 13.3%;
upper seconds increased from 45.1% to 48%. If you look at how many people got
them, you are ignoring the fact that far more people go to university, so the
significance is that if you start in a particular year what is your chance of getting a
higher degree? Those figures would not suggest to me that you have rampant grade
inflation in the way that some people are saying.*

248. We found Mr Denham’s explanation unsatisfactory. Both he and Professor Trainor
appear to have ignored the overall percentage increase by emphasising, or confusing it
with, the percentage point increase. The figures in the above table show a clear trend: a
steady increase in the proportion of first degree students achieving first class honours from
7.7% in 1996-97 to 13.3% in 2007-08, which is an increase over the period of 72%. The
trend on the proportion of upper seconds is not so pronounced but is still significant. The
trend for lower seconds is pronounced: downwards with some exceptions. Thirds appear,
since 2002-03, to have stabilised at around 8%. Today, 61% of classified degrees awarded
are either first or upper seconds, compared with 53% in 1996-97, again a pronounced
trend showing an increase of 15%. The changes between 1996-97 and 2007-08 are shown
in the two pie charts below.

464 Ev 320, para 17
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Chart 1: Proportion of classes of honours degrees in 1996-97

Lower second Upper second
39% 44%

Chart 2: Proportion of classes of honours degrees in 2007-08

Lower second
31%

Upper second
48%

249. The Russell Group said that there was no evidence of “degree inflation” at the expense
of standards at Russell Group universities. It pointed out that research from HEFCE had

demonstrated a strong correlation between entry qualifications and degree results
that continues to exist. The increase in the percentage of Russell Group students
gaining firsts and 2:1s from 1994-2002 correlates with a rise in the entrants’

qualifications and an increase in standards at the time the Russell Group was
established.*¢’

250. In our view, it is not a sufficient defence of the comparability of standards to show that
they match the improvement in A-level grades. On this logic, if A-level grades have inflated
unjustifiably (and there are many who think they have), then so must higher education

467 Ev 414, para 54
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degree classes. Imperial College London said that the “improvement in A Level grades has
> 468

not been accompanied by a comparable increase in knowledge and understanding”.
251. The research by Professor Yorke shows that since 1994-95 the proportion of first and
upper second honours degrees has increased and the proportion of lower second class
honours degrees has decreased. We made little progress in establishing the reasons for
these changes and we found no appetite within the higher education sector for a systematic
analysis of the reasons for the increase in the proportion of first and upper second honours
degrees. We found it telling that Professor Yorke in his memorandum called for a study to
be undertaken of the influences upon the classification of honours degrees. As a
Committee we are reluctant to recommend more research but in this case we consider that
there is a strong case for a study along the lines suggested by Professor Yorke, in order to
establish the reasons for the increases in firsts and upper seconds and to remove suspicions
of what, we hope, are unfounded misgivings that the increase may result from factors other
than greater intellectual achievement. We recommend that the Higher Education
Funding Council for England commission a study to examine the influences upon the
classification of honours degrees since 1994 and that this be undertaken in a
representative range of subject disciplines.

Comparison of degrees

252. Equally frustrating was our attempt to establish whether the outcomes of degrees were
comparable across the higher education sector. We asked Professor Goodman of the
University of Oxford to define the difference between the classes of honours degree. He
explained:

The criteria that we use in our university which we ask people to mark against is a 2:2
shows you have done the work, you have understood the work and you are quite
comfortable with the work, a 2:1 is somebody who is actually able to use the work
and show that they can unpick the question and work around the question and use it
in a critical way, and a first class examination answer is something that really takes
you to another level. It is a pleasure to read, you know that there is something going
on there, that it is doing something very, very interesting with the work.*®

He added:

Examiners very rarely disagree about that 2:1 and the first class category. I find
elsewhere as well—I taught briefly at the University of Essex and the very best
students at the University of Essex were definitely as good as the ones here in that
first class bracket.*”

253. We found Professor Goodman’s definition useful as it was capable of application
across subjects and institutions and should mean that a student attaining a first class
honours degree at the University of Oxford is the equivalent of a student with a first from
the University of Essex. When, however, we pressed Vice-Chancellors on the comparability
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of degrees the position was less clear. In its written evidence Universities UK submitted
that, although degrees were “different and more diverse with far more choices available to
students and employers than in the past, [...] all courses are subject to the same processes
to ensure a minimum ‘threshold standard’ is maintained™' and that “while the content of
courses may differ, the level of understanding required in each case across different
universities will be broadly equivalent”.*> When we took oral evidence, we asked the Vice-
Chancellors of Oxford Brookes University and the University of Oxford whether upper
seconds in history from their respective universities were equivalent. Professor Beer, Vice-
Chancellor of Oxford Brookes, replied:

It depends what you mean by equivalent. I am sorry to quibble around the word but
is it worth the same is a question that is weighted with too many social complexities.
In terms of the way in which quality and standards are managed in the university I
have every confidence that a 2:1 in history from Oxford Brookes is of a nationally
recognised standard.*”

When asked the same question Dr Hood, Vice-Chancellor of the University of Oxford,
responded:

We teach in very different ways between the two institutions and I think our
curricula are different between the two institutions, so the question really is are we
applying a consistent standard in assessing our students as to firsts, 2:1s, 2:2s et
cetera? What I want to say in that respect is simply this, that we use external
examiners to moderate our examination processes in all of our disciplinary areas at
Oxford, and we take that external examination assessment very, very seriously. The
external examiners’ reports after each round are submitted through our faculty
boards, they are assessed and considered by the faculty boards, they are then assessed
at the divisional board level and by the educational committee of the university. This
is a process that goes on round the clock annually, so we would be comfortable that
our degree classifications are satisfying an expectation of national norms.*”*

254. We asked John Denham a similar question—whether a first in geography from the
University of Oxford was the same as a first in geography from Southampton Solent
University—and he replied along the same lines:

I think the institutions are different institutions. The teaching may well be different.
The nature of the staff may be different. There will be some nationally agreed
reference points in the academic infrastructure about what should be in the course
and each institution will have its own system for verifying the quality and standards
of it. People are studying the same subject in different institutions. Where I am
reluctant to go is into an argument about better or worse. A lot is going to depend on
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the individual student, the nature of the study and what they are going to get out of
it.475

255. We found these answers unclear. Nor did we find the other arguments deployed by
universities convincing when we raised the question of comparisons. First, the argument
that a comparison of degree outcomes across the sector would require national curricula
and national testing’’® rests, in our view, on the unqualified proposition that the only
method to achieve comparability is via the single route of national tests. We consider that
national standards can be established and enforced by other methods such as peer review
against a national standard—a development of the role conventionally played by external
examiners. Second, the argument was put forward that minimum standards, not
comparability, was the issue.*”” We fail to see why minimum standards should be a
substitute for the comparison of excellence. Both are important.

256. With 133 institutions the higher education sector is diverse. While we celebrate and
encourage the diversity of the higher education sector in England, it is our view that there
need to be some common reference points. We consider that standards have to be capable
of comprehensive and consistent application across the sector. As we noted at the
beginning of this chapter, students, understandably, want to know the worth of their
degrees. We were therefore concerned when staff at Imperial College London informed the
Chairman of the Committee during his visit as a rapporteur that some academics had
noticed that masters students enrolled at Imperial, who had graduated from certain other
universities with first class honours degrees, sometimes struggled at Imperial College.*”®
We consider that this could be evidence of a devaluation of degrees in those institutions.
We consider that so long as there is a classification system it is essential that it should
categorise all degrees against a consistent set of standards across all higher education
institutions in England. Such work will need to build upon work previously undertaken
by the QAA and other bodies with responsibilities for accreditation of degrees such as
those in engineering. On the basis of the evidence we received, however, we have concerns
that the higher education sector neither sees the need for this step nor is willing to
implement it across the sector as whole. We consider that this is a task that would fit well
within the work of the reformed QAA. We conclude that a key task of a reformed QAA,
in consultation with higher education institutions and government, should be to define
the characteristics of each class of honours degree and to ensure that the standards
which each university draws up and applies are derived from these classification
standards.

Methods of assessment

257. In its evidence, the Assessment Standards Knowledge Exchange (ASKe) argued that
there were “numerous and significant methodological flaws in current assessment practice
at both the macro level of degree classification, and at the micro level of the assessment of
individual students” which meant that “there should be growing concern about the
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integrity of the degree as a qualification and what it means to be a graduate.”” ASKe in its
memorandum drew on the published work of Dr Rust, from Oxford Brookes University,
who provided examples of “major questionable beliefs and bad practices in the system”:

a) the practice of combining scores, which obscured the different types of learning
outcome represented by the separate scores; and

b) the practice of combining scores where the variation (standard deviation) for each
component is different.

Dr Rust commented that this latter example “would be unacceptable in the practice of a
first year statistics student, but university assessment systems do this all the time, both
within modules, and in combining the total marks from different modules or units of
study.”*%

258. In its memorandum the Student Assessment and Classification Working Group
(SACWG), on whose behalf Dr Rust gave oral evidence, indicated that there was
“considerable variation across the higher education sector in assessment practices. Whilst
this can be seen as a consequence of institutional autonomy, the rationales for the various
institutional choices that have been made are unclear.”® The memorandum cited research
which showed that:

Quite small variations in the way in which degree classifications are determined (the
“award algorithm”) can have more effect on the classification of some students than
is probably generally realised. Running a set of results through other institutional
award algorithms produces different profiles of classifications.***

A number of institutions permit a small proportion of module results to be dropped
from the determination of the class of the honours degree (provided all the relevant
credits are gained). Dropping the “worst” 30 credit points from the normal 240 of the
final two years of full-time study might raise one classification in six, and (separately)
changing the ratio of weightings of results from the penultimate year to the final year
from 1:1 to 1:3 might change one classification in ten, the majority of changes being
upwards.*®

Marks for coursework assignments tend to be higher than those for formal
examinations, though some instances were found where the reverse was the case.***

The distribution of marks (usually in the form of percentages) varies between subject
disciplines in terms of both mean mark and spread.**
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A study of assessment regulations across 35 varied institutions in the UK showed
that there were considerable variations between them [...]. Amongst the variations
were the following:

e The weightings in the award algorithm ranging between 1:1 and 1:4 for
penultimate final year;

e The treatment of “borderline” performances as regards classification;

e The adoption (or not) of “compensation” (i.e. allowing weakness in one aspect to
be offset against strength in another) and “condonement” (i.e. not requiring a
relatively minor failure to be redeemed);

e The “capping” of marks for re-taken assessments (at the level of a bare pass).**

259. The evidence from ASKe and SACWG was underscored by a number of academics
with responsibility for assessing students.*®” Dr Reid explained in oral evidence that:

my university runs what has been described as a very perverse model for classifying
degree schemes, and it was my external examiner who called it perverse. What
happens is that low marks between 0 and 20 are rounded up to 20 and high marks
from 80 to 100 are rounded downwards, and then they are averaged together, so you
have this non-linear average before making a classification.**

260. The evidence we received on assessment methodologies gave us serious grounds for
concern. First, there needs to be transparency about the methodological assumptions
underpinning the assessments used by universities. We recommend that the government
require those higher education institutions in receipt of support from the taxpayer to
publish the details of the methodological assumptions underpinning assessments for all
degrees. We would expect greater transparency of these methods to expose any
methodological flaws that those who gave evidence suggest are present. We believe that
publication would allow the QAA, even under its current remit which is limited to the
examination of “process”, to review comprehensively the methodologies used by
universities. We conclude that the QAA should review the methodological assumptions
underpinning assessments for degrees to ensure that they meet acceptable statistical
practice.

Record of achievement

261. Universities UK made the point that any system which attempted to summarise the
achievement of students on a wide variety of programmes in a large number of institutions
to a single, common, summative judgement was a “blunt instrument”.** Universities UK
agreed with the finding of the Burgess Group, which it and GuildHE had established in
2004, that the current undergraduate degree classification system did not adequately
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represent the achievement of students in a modern, diverse higher education system,
though it noted that it was easier to identify the problems with the current system than to
reach consensus on what should replace it.** The Burgess Group’s Report**! published in
2007 recommended that the Higher Education Achievement Report (HEAR) should
become the main vehicle for measuring and recording a student’s achievement. The report
proposed that the HEAR should be developed and tested over a four-year period alongside
the existing degree classification system. Following consultation and development work,
the Burgess Implementation Steering Group is now working with a wide range of
universities across the UK—with support from the funding bodies of England, Northern
Ireland, Scotland and Wales—to trial the new approach. Initially, the HEAR was tested on
data relating to recently graduated students to ensure that it is compatible with student
record systems. It will then be trialled with current students, alongside current methods of
recording student achievement.*>

262. We found broad support across the sector, and beyond it, for the HEAR.** Professor
Ebdon from Million+ considered the current classification system was outmoded. He
explained:

It always used to strike me as a chemist that I would be telling my students not to
average the unaverageable, and then I would walk into an examination board and do
exactly that! As a chemist, I know very well that some people have very strong
practical skills; others are stronger theoretically. I would like to be able to identify
that, and I think that the higher education achievement record will enable us to do
that. I am therefore strongly in favour of that.**

263. There were two issues that concerned those who submitted evidence to us. First,
whether the HEAR, if it emerged successfully from the trials, would replace the current
honours classification system. The Institute of Directors (IoD) disagreed with the “Burgess
Group assertion that there is ‘conclusive evidence’ that while the summative judgement
‘endures’, it will actively inhibit the use of wider information”.*® The IoD called for the
summative judgement—in other words, the current classification system—to be retained
permanently as part of the HEAR.**® In oral evidence, the IoD explained that it did not
“argue the system is perfect but it is a very useful and very simple metric very early on in
the recruitment process to give an indication of the overall calibre of an applicant.”*”
Similarly, the Engineering Council UK (ECY) saw a role for both: it welcomed the
“recommendations of the Burgess Report, in particular the introduction of the HE
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Achievement Record (HEAR) alongside the current honours degree classification
» 498

system’.
264. We agree with the employers’ representatives. While we fully support the work of the
Burgess Group in developing the HEAR, we consider that it would be precipitate to replace
the summative judgment provided by the current classification system. It will take
employers and those outside the higher education sector some time to become familiar
with, and accept, any new system based on the HEAR. Speaking as lay people we
understand why employers and others may require a summary judgement as well as a
detailed review of a student’s achievements, which is unlikely to be useful in an initial trawl
of applications for jobs. We are therefore concerned that any abrupt switch would risk
undermining the excellent work the Burgess Group has done, especially if the inevitable
complexities of the system foster unwarranted suspicions that it is masking further grade
“inflation”. In our view, the higher education sector should run the two together for a
significant period after the end of the trial and allow the current classification system either
to wither on the vine or to survive if experience shows that it is wanted. We conclude that
the HEAR and the current honours degree classification system should run in parallel
for at least five years.

265. The second concern was whether the HEAR should include non-academic
achievements (including non-assessed work-based learning, and personal qualities
extended through paid employment). Carrie Donaghy, a student on the panel that
returned to give oral evidence in April, believed that the current degree classification was
“outdated and rigid” and that it bore “no reflection of students’ contributions to sport and
volunteering”.*” She said that she had consulted her fellow students who believed that the
HEAR project was going to be “an excellent way to keep the traditional elements of the
degree classification” which employers recognise but also give “something further for
employers to consider, because the ideal candidates [...] for jobs are often those who are
involved with things like volunteering and sport, they are more social, they are team-
players and team-leaders and the HEAR pilot will really see this through”.>® The counter
view was given by another student, Anand Raja, who returned in April:

University is a place where you go to learn, just as a hospital is a place where you go
to get treatment, it is not a place where you go for entertainment. Our universities
are for learning; that should be kept in focus. Also the idea that including such
variables in the degree would help employers make better sense of what a person is
like is a good idea but it is not necessary to include those variables in the degree
because you can always write about them in your CV.>"!

266. The HEAR as currently drafted would provide, by comparison with the current degree
classification system, much more information and there were some concerns that the
HEAR could be unwieldy. As Ed Steward, a student, said to us, it should not be “a short
synopsis of every course you have done and you end up handing a booklet over to your
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employer [...] and we end up with far too much information for employers.”” There is,
however, a question about accessibility and balance within a HEAR document, including
the fact that much of the information which might be provided is, de facto, probably
already available within institutions at the point a student leaves but not currently brought
together in a coherent whole. We also consider that inclusion of information beyond the
academic could act as a stimulus to students to broaden their skills while at university and
that it has the potential to affect a student’s attitude to, and involvement in, higher
education; it could, for example, help to diminish non-completion rates. We conclude that
the Higher Education Achievement Report (HEAR) should record academic
achievement and reflect significant non-academic achievement. The record will,
however, need to be carefully structured to enable a convenient reading of academic
achievement separate from other activity. Furthermore, we consider that, as part of the
review of the HEAR pilot, various good practice models incorporating the range of
academic and non-academic elements, should be provided to enable those who will use
the HEAR—for example, employers, those providing training and students
themselves—to gain ready access to the information required.

External Examiners

267. When we turned to consider the role and value of the external examiner system, we
found it illuminating to start with what the Robbins Report said in 1963 on standards:

[S]tandards vary to some extent: such variations are in the nature of things. But an
autonomous institution should be free to establish and maintain its own standards of
competence without reference to any central authority. The habit of appointing
external examiners from other universities and the obvious incentive to maintain a
high place in public esteem provide in our judgment a sufficient safeguard against
any serious abuse of this liberty.**

268. The one part of the system that the Robbins Report described nearly 50 years ago that
still appears recognisable is the role of the external examiner. External examiners continue
to have—or it might be more accurate to say, are perceived to have—a key role in
safeguarding standards, although the degree to which this remains true is unclear. As
Universities UK explained, universities in this country have a “long history of cross-
checking the quality and standards of their own provision with that of other institutions
through a system of external examiners” and that the involvement of external examiners
was “recognised internationally as a key mechanism for ensuring comparability across the
UK higher education system”.”** Professor Trainor from Universities UK in his oral
evidence called the external examiner system “a jewel in the crown of UK quality
maintenance”.*” He explained that the UK had a “double system, double insurance, [...] of
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internal scrutiny and external scrutiny, and the two join together in the external examiner
» 506

system’.
269. We received evidence that indicated that this “jewel in the crown” had become
tarnished. One academic in his evidence stated: “External scrutiny is supposed to be
provided by the external examiner system, a procedure which is too often abused. External
examiners are often friends of the module leaders and are frequently asked to scrutinise
subject areas with which they are unfamiliar. They are not encouraged to pass adverse
comments.”” Another academic wrote in his memorandum:

The role of the external examiner is, in principle, supposed to be that of a supervisor
and guarantor of certain standards of quality and probity. Sadly, this lofty aspiration
is met more in the breach than in the observance because of two main factors. In the
first place, many universities have succeeded in severely restricting the scope for
action by the external examiner by the manner in which they circumscribe his/her
duties in the relevant regulations. In many cases, the external examiner does not
monitor the general level of the marks [nor] is given the opportunity to change
individual grades, since all he/she is called upon to do is to arbitrate between first and
second markers and/or make a decision in borderline cases. [...]

[T]here is another way in which the external examiner is unable fully to exercise his
role as guardian of standards, in that he/she cannot possibly know what has passed
between tutor and student prior to the assessment, or the input which the tutor has
had in it (in the case of coursework). For it is the worst-kept secret in the academic
world that, for unseen examination papers, most tutors provide their students with
the contents of the paper beforehand, or at least give them a list of topics from which
the questions will be drawn. The role of the external examiner is therefore predicated
on an assumption of academic integrity which, for the most part, does not exist.**

270. Professor Brown, former Vice-Chancellor of Southampton Solent University, said that
the external examiner system was becoming “outmoded” not only “because of the basic
weaknesses in the system” but also because of the growth of multi-disciplinary and
modular courses which meant that the external examiner was “not in close contact with the
student on a piece of work, which was the original rationale for the system. But then on top
of that you have these forces of competition which inevitably will make people cut
corners.”" He also commented that there was “no substitute for an independent, impartial
expert view of the curriculum from professional academics who know their subject and
that is the gap in our arrangements at the moment and that is what needs to be done”.>"

271. In 1997, the National Committee of Inquiry into Higher Education (“the Dearing
Report”) recommended that the sector “create, within three years, a UK-wide pool of
academic staff recognised by the Quality Assurance Agency, from which institutions must
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select external examiners”.”"! As far as we are aware this recommendation has never been
implemented and in the years since the Dearing Report we cannot see that higher
education institutions have done much to safeguard or improve the external examiner
system. The evidence we received showed that far from being the jewel in the crown that
Universities UK claimed it was, it appeared that system might be simultaneously wilting
and rotting from within as it has become exposed to the pressures and heat of sector-wide
changes, internal pressures and external demands. In our view, if matters continue as they
have been the system of external examiners will become outmoded. Whilst it had value in
the past in guaranteeing, as Professor Brown put it, that “anyone who takes a British degree
is getting a worthwhile qualification with a worthwhile curriculum”,*"> we believe that it
will be unable to continue to provide an assurance of quality unless the independence,
rigour and consistency of the system is reinvigorated and enhanced.

272. From the evidence that we received we would say that the problems of the external
examiner system at present can be summarised as:

e the remit and autonomy of external examiners is often unclear and may sometimes
differ substantially across institutions in terms of operational practices;

e the reports produced by external examiners are often insufficiently rigorous and
critical;

e the external examiner’s report’s recommendations are often not acted upon—partly
because their remit is unclear; and

e the appointment of external examiners is generally not transparent.

273. Notwithstanding these deficiencies, we agree with Universities UK that the external
examiner system is fundamental to ensuring high and comparable standards across the
sector and that is why we believe that it is worth making the effort to refurbish the system.
The starting point for the repair of the external examiner system is the
recommendation made by the Dearing Report to the Quality Assurance Agency “to
work with universities and other degree awarding institutions to create, within three
years, a UK-wide pool of academic staff recognised by the Quality Assurance Agency,
from which institutions must select external examiners”. We conclude that the sector
should now implement this recommendation. Drawing on the evidence we received we
would add that the reformed QAA should be given the responsibility of ensuring that
the system of external examiners works and that, to enable comparability, the QAA
should ensure that standards are applied consistently across institutions. We strongly
support the development of a national “remit” for external examiners, clarifying, for
example, what documents external examiners should be able to access, the extent to
which they can amend marks—in our view, they should have wide discretion—and the
matters on which they can comment. This should be underpinned with an enhanced
system of training, which would allow examiners to develop the generic skills necessary
for multi-disciplinary courses. We conclude that higher education institutions should
only employ external examiners from the national pool. The system should also be
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transparent and we conclude that, to assist current and prospective students, external
examiners’ reports should be published without redaction, other than to remove
material which could be used to identify an individual’s mark or performance.

Plagiarism

274. In its memorandum ASKe®” commented that plagiarism was a problem and that

“concern about student plagiarism is an even greater problem”. ASKe reported that:

There is evidence to show it is rising, and in particular, that deliberate attempts to
deceive assessors are rising sharply from a relatively low base of (a generally agreed
assumed level of) 10-15 cases per 1000 submissions. Statistics about levels of
plagiarism are contradictory and hard to evaluate as they ask very different questions
of different groups of students. Surveys that show “almost all students cheat” are
frequent but irrelevant since they usually refer to one-off or pragmatic decisions with
little or no impact on students’ overall skills/learning or on the credibility of their
final award. [...] There is much useless scaremongering in this area, implying that
UK graduates are not reliably assessed on discipline specific skills.

The opportunities for plagiarism have risen exponentially since 2003, both in terms
of available internet resources and via bespoke writing “services” [...] It is estimated
that the latter are available via more than 250 sites in the UK alone. In 2005, the
Guardian stated such “services” attracted spending of more than 200 million pounds
per year. These opportunities and evidence of their use do now present a threat to
generic, coursework-assessed courses. Copying and faking work is likely to be a
regular practice in large, generic courses in some disciplines. Business, Computing
and Law are most often mentioned though concern in all disciplines is widespread.
In some cases, studies show up to 50 per cent of students say they submit others’
work, at least for some of the assessment, in large, generic courses assessed by
coursework. [...]

Simplistic reactions to the problems of plagiarism, like a retreat to exams or reliance
on technology are not the solution. Addressing plagiarism is well within the capacity
of university pedagogic and administrative processes and there are examples of it
being handled with creativity and good effect across the UK. There are also many
examples of universities who have yet to address the issue systematically and in those
cases, a significant issue remains.”"*

275. A number of academics commented in their written submissions on plagiarism as
part of a decline in academic standards. For example:

In the time I have been teaching I have witnessed a remarkable decline in academic
standards. At many institutions, grades have been inflated, plagiarism is often
ignored.”"
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The University strategies to identify plagiarism were inadequate and the procedures
available to combat plagiarism were ineffective. I repeatedly tried to have my
concerns about excessive toleration of plagiarism considered by the University.
However, I was constantly put off by the University Management. All my complaints
were ignored despite a litany of requests for action and no penalties were sanctioned
when plagiarism was suspected and detected.”'

276. When she gave evidence to us Dr Fenton, an academic, said:

I am in charge of all plagiarism cases in our department. I reckon 10 to 20 per cent of
all assignments are plagiarised. We do offer extensive advice on what plagiarism is
and how to avoid it to all students at all levels through all course handbooks, and
they have to sign bits of paper when they hand work in saying they understand those
criteria and they have not plagiarised. We ask for electronic copies of all assessments
handed in and they are put through plagiarism detection software. If, at the point of
marking, they are suspected of plagiarism then they are put through the software and
then we pick them up. We probably pick up about 2 per cent of what I imagine is 10
to 20 per cent.”"’

At the same session another academic, Dr Reid, added that his experience was

certainly plagiarism levels have increased, but on the science side it is perhaps a
slightly different problem than having a big pile of essays; we are often in a situation
where there are right answers and wrong answers and it is very easy to distinguish
between the two, and it is sometimes difficult to understand how a student has
arrived at the right solution and whether they have done that independently or in a
group. I have had very nasty plagiarism cases in my department to deal with; I am
Director of Learning and Teaching and I have overall responsibility for those issues.
Almost invariably, the student’s excuse was pressure of time, the deadline coming up
and they had to work 17 hours that week to pay the rent, and really regretted doing it
but in a moment of weakness took a piece of work from somebody else, and handed
the same thing in. It is devastating.”'®

277. The evidence we received from students showed us that they were aware of plagiarism
and significantly they told us of the steps that the sector was taking to combat the problem.
Ed Steward, a student explained:

you have huge amounts of guidance on plagiarism. In every single book that you are
given there is guidance on plagiarism, it is given out on separate sheets, it is sent out
before you even arrive at university, it is on the website, it is absolutely everywhere
because it is so crucial that you understand plagiarism in order not to commit it. I sit
on some disciplinaries for students who have been accused of plagiarism and the two
types of students that I see are those that panic and have not done the work, and
plagiarise in order just to submit the work on time, and those who genuinely do not
understand that they have plagiarised. It can be as simple as referencing, not putting
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things in quotation marks; that counts as plagiarism, so the university is keen to
ensure that every student fully understands every aspect of plagiarism.’"

278. There was, however, some evidence of variation in the level of vigilance against
plagiarism within the sector. Ricky Chotai, a student, considered that not “enough
emphasis is put on the structure, do we use the Harvard system [of referencing], and then
some academics are also somewhat lax—as long as you are putting references down and as
long as it is not the strict system—other academics are very strict as in you must use a
specific system.”*® He also said that in his university that “we have seen an increasing trend
in plagiarism [...] with international students and where [...] the university is using
agencies to recruit students from abroad [...] they are just not explaining about
plagiarism”.** Mr Chotai added that “we have had some really shocking cases of a lot of
students in a single class plagiarising and being simply unaware of it.”**

279. From the limited evidence we received it is clear that plagiarism by students is a
serious problem and challenge but one that the higher education sector in general is both
aware of, and, the higher education sector claims, actively responding to. There is,
however, no room for complacency. Since 2003 the opportunities for plagiarism have risen
exponentially, both in terms of material available on the Internet and, apparently, by the
development of a market in so-called writing services for students. We conclude that the
growth in opportunities for plagiarism is such that the sector needs to be especially
vigilant, establish the application of consistent approaches across the sector and ensure
that it fully shares intelligence. We recognise that many students accused of plagiarism
may be guilty of little more than failing to reference sources correctly and that the
majority of students are conscientious and act in good faith. Given, however, the scale
and potential for damage to the reputation of English universities it is vital that the
problem is held in check and then progressively “educated” and “managed” out of the
system. We recommend that the Government, in consultation with the higher
education sector including students’ representatives, put in place arrangements to
establish standards, which set out what is and what is not plagiarism, ensure that
comprehensive guidance is available across the sector, and co-ordinate action to
combat plagiarism. One possible candidate for this work is the Higher Education
Academy working with the reformed QAA. We also request that the Government, in
responding to this Report, advise whether those providing or using so-called “writing
services”, to produce work which students can misrepresent as their own, are liable for
criminal prosecution.
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6 Manchester Metropolitan University

Walter Cairns

280. We explain at paragraph 231 that we received a number of submissions from
academics alleging that their attempts to raise concerns about standards had been
suppressed by their university authorities and that we decided not to investigate or become
involved in individual cases in this inquiry. There was one exception. It concerned Walter
Cairns, Senior Lecturer at Manchester Metropolitan University. In this chapter we set out
the circumstances of the case concerning Mr Cairns and Manchester Metropolitan
University and our conclusions, which are for the House.

281. In December 2008 Mr Cairns made a written submission to our inquiry. He
contended that there had been a reduction in standards in the assessment of students’
work. He said that the reason for the reduction related to the need to retain student
numbers “because [...] high failure rates would have dire economic consequences for the
institution in general and probably for the individual tutors in particular”. He alleged that
the safeguards in place to protect standards, in the shape of internal and external second
assessment, were inadequate for the purpose of countering this trend. Mr Cairns illustrated
what he called “this sorry state of affairs” with a case study “based upon his own experience
in organising, teaching and assessing various law courses on the International Business
degree” at Manchester Metropolitan University.**

282. As with the other evidence we received, we published it on the Internet in February
2009, though in this case it was subject to slight excisions, agreed with Mr Cairns, to
remove identification of individuals against whom criticisms were made.”* Following
publication of the submission on the Internet, The Times Higher’> and the Manchester
Evening News** published articles drawing on it on 5 and 16 March respectively.

283. The Academic Board of the University,”” of which Mr Cairns was a member, met on
18 March and during the meeting Mr Cairns was removed from membership of the Board.
Mr Cairns immediately contacted the Chairman by e-mail stating that the Board had
passed a motion of no-confidence in him as a member of that Board, “thereby causing me
to be expelled. The reason for this was my submission to the IUSS enquiry into Students
and Universities”.”*® Mr Cairns was asked to supply details of what had happened,®® which
he did on 23 March. He explained that:
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The question of the Select Committee submissions made by Susan Evans®*® and

myself arose during the Vice-Chancellor’s Report (Agenda item 3). He expressed his
disquiet and disappointment, repeated the disgraceful slur that the contentious mark
increase for International Business Law was largely due to the poor standard of my
teaching, and invited comments.

[After a discussion the] Vice Chancellor then said: "These contributions fully
confirm my own views on the subject. I therefore propose a vote of no-confidence in
Mr. Cairns which, if it succeeds, will cause him to leave this Board". The motion was
duly seconded, the members of the Board (with one exception) duly raised their
hands, and I was asked to leave—which I did.>*

284. We were concerned that Mr Cairns had in practice been expelled from the Academic
Board not because of purely internal issues within the University, which are no concern of
ours, but because of the evidence he had given this Committee. The rules of the House of
Commons are that molestation of, or threats against, those who have given evidence before
the House or a committee may be treated by the House as a contempt.*** Having consulted
the Committee about Mr Cairns’ e-mail, the Chairman wrote to the Vice-Chancellor of
Manchester Metropolitan University, Professor John Brooks, on 26 March seeking the
University’s account of events.””> The Vice-Chancellor replied on 3 April and, as Chair of
the Academic Board, he expressed “regret for the fact that our action may have been
perceived as punishing Mr Cairns who, we now appreciate, enjoys certain privileges as a
result of acceptance by [the Committee] of the evidence he submitted”.”* The letter
concluded:

If the Committee consider that the Academic Board has violated the privilege
enjoyed by Mr Cairns, and you consider that we may be at risk of being in contempt
of the House as a consequence of the Academic Board decision, I am willing to
reconvene the Board to reconsider the issue.

I would be grateful for your view as to the appropriateness and efficiency of this
course of action.”

285. In view of the question the Vice-Chancellor posed about reconvening the Board for
the purpose, as it appeared, of reconsidering the expulsion, the Second Clerk of the
Committee wrote to the Vice-Chancellor on 17 April.”** A holding letter was sent to Mr
Cairns. No reply had been received from the Vice-Chancellor when we considered the
matter at our meeting on 6 May. Our preliminary view was that prima facie the removal of
Mr Cairns from the Academic Board of the University may have been a contempt, which
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should be referred to the Standards and Privileges Committee of the House. But before
reaching a final view we asked the Chairman to write to the University, to clarify whether
the Academic Board was going to review its decision to expel Mr Cairns.”” The Vice-
Chancellor replied on 20 May.*® We sought Mr Cairns’ views,”” which he supplied by e-
mail on 21 May.>*

286. In considering Mr Cairns’ allegation we were mindful of a recent precedent
concerning the protection of a witness who gave evidence to the Constitutional Affairs
Committee in 2003.>*' Our job is not to reach a decision on whether a breach of privilege
has taken place: that is primarily for the Committee on Standards and Privileges. Instead,
our job is to form a view on whether prima facie a breach of privilege may have taken place
and, where we come to the view that the test is met, whether to advise the House to refer
the matter to the Committee on Standards and Privileges.

287. The key issue for us is whether the actions of the Academic Board in expelling Mr
Cairns resulted from the publication of his evidence to us. In its letter of 3 April the
University put two main arguments against the allegation of breach of privilege. First, it
pointed out that there had been a long-standing dispute between Mr Cairns and the
authorities at the University and that Mr Cairns had “failed to engage in the Academic
Board processes (or other processes, which include a whistle-blowing procedure) and to
accept their outcomes”.*** Second, the University argued that Mr Cairns in speaking to the
press went “beyond that which the Select Committee has published as evidence”.”*

288. Mr Cairns made a submission to the inquiry which we found relevant, useful and
informative. It is essential for Parliament and its committees to take evidence from
witnesses without interference or threat. The University has not sought to argue that the
Academic Board at its meeting on 18 March was unaware of the evidence submitted to us
by Mr Cairns. In his letter of 3 April the Vice-Chancellor said that, although members of
the Academic Board “were not provided with a copy of the submission to the Select
Committee”, members “were aware of the issues and of the views expressed in numerous
press articles by Mr Cairns”. He explained that it was “publication of these views that
caused serious concern” to members of the Board “as only one side of a complex story was
being presented, in a way that courted negative publicity”.>** It seems to us that the Vice-
Chancellor and members of the Academic Board were aware of his evidence as reported in
the press, particularly the pieces in The Times Higher and the Manchester Evening News,
the latter published only two days before the Board meeting, and that there are grounds for
concluding that this may have been the main stimulus from removing Mr Cairns from the
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Board on 18 March. The correct course for the University, if it had wished to challenge
Mr Cairns’ evidence, was to submit its own memorandum to the inquiry.

289. Turning to the University’s second point, we note that the quotations attributed to Mr
Cairns in both articles do not appear in the evidence we published. He has not indicated
whether or not he spoke to the press but in view of the quotations we consider that there
are grounds for concluding that he may have spoken to the press. In this case, however, the
gist of the two newspaper reports appear to us to be based on the written evidence as
published on the Internet. The main allegations—the 85% failure rate in the law
examination, the assessment of the second examiner, the addition of 20 marks, the
behaviour and qualifications of the external examiner and the actions of the University—
are set out clearly in the published evidence. It appears to us that the articles in The Times
Higher and the Manchester Evening News were built squarely on the published evidence
and were reasonably accurate accounts of the evidence. We consider that any additional
material—irrespective of where it came from—was not on its own such that it could be
reasonably held to have led the University to take the action it did on 18 March.

290. We must add that we have concerns about the process adopted by the Vice-
Chancellor and the Academic Board on 18 March. The Vice-Chancellor in his response to
the Committee has not challenged Mr Cairns’ account of the meeting. We are surprised
and concerned that the Vice-Chancellor and the Board appear to have expelled Mr Cairns
without affording him the right to respond to the allegations made. Mr Cairns, who is a
lawyer and, by his action in contacting the Chairman following the events on 18 March,
appears to have knowledge of the operation of parliamentary privilege, might have been in
a position to warn the Board of the consequences of its actions. In the event the Board
appears to have denied him a voice and as a result lost the possibility of obtaining advice on
the implications of the course that it was taking.

291. In our view the action of the Vice-Chancellor and the Academic Board of
Manchester Metropolitan University on 18 March 2009 in removing Mr Cairns from
the Board could be regarded as interference with a witness and therefore a prima facie
breach of privilege. If matters had remained there we would have consulted the Liaison
Committee and requested the House to refer the matter to the Committee on
Standards and Privileges.

292. In his reply to the Chairman’s letter of 7 May asking whether the Academic Board was
going to review its decision to expel Mr Cairns®* the Vice-Chancellor in his letter of 20
May advised us that:

Mr Cairns term of office on Academic Board completed at the end of this session.
The process to re-appoint for the new session has now been completed and Mr
Cairns will be appointed for a further term of office. I hope that the Select
Committee feels that this addresses any issues of contempt that may have
unintentionally occurred.>*
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293. We sought Mr Cairns’ views,*” which he supplied by e-mail on 21 May. He said that:

I have been elected by my Faculty to serve for a new two-year term on the Academic
Board. I would, however, add the following:

(a) this in no way alters the unacceptable manner in which I was humiliated and
given no right to reply to all the lies and distortions cast in my direction at the
Academic Board meeting of 18 March, some of which were defamatory in the
extreme;

(b) my Faculty has remained unrepresented for two consecutive Board meetings,
since the University did not even organise a by-election;

(c) there is no guarantee whatsoever that the Vice-Chancellor will not repeat his little
trick at any future meeting of the AB at which I am present.>*

294. We found the decision whether to ask the House to refer the University’s actions to
the Committee on Standards and Privileges a very finely balanced one. In the end
because the University has expressed regrets—albeit with reservations—and because
Mr Cairns has rejoined the Academic Board, we have concluded that, while it is right to
bring this serious matter to the attention of the House in this Report, in the
circumstances we should not ask the House to refer the matter to the Committee on
Standards and Privileges. We must, however, put on record that we deprecate the
behaviour of the Vice-Chancellor and the members of the Academic Board of
Manchester Metropolitan University not only for removing Mr Cairns from the Board
on 18 March 2009, particularly as it appears without giving Mr Cairns the opportunity
to respond, but also for the manner in which they have handled the matter since the
events of 18 March. Having accepted that they made an error, the Vice-Chancellor and
Academic Board should simply have accepted the consequence of their mistake,
apologised and speedily restored Mr Cairns.

Susan Evans

295. On 2 June 2009 Ms Susan Evans, Lecturer in Economics at Manchester Metropolitan
University, wrote to the Chairman of the Committee raising the response of her employer
when information from her submission was published in the press. She said:

In an article in the Sunday Times (8 March 2009)** that included information from
my submission, the reported response from Manchester Metropolitan University
was “We are extremely disappointed that a colleague has chosen to raise these issues
externally”.
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A similar response was reported in an article again concerning my submission that
was published in the THE, 19-25 March 2009 edition.” [...] Since a Parliamentary
Committee requested the information, I would like to know how it is acceptable that
a public sector employer responds in this way.

If this is an acceptable response are people in future going to provide evidence, when
so requested, to a Parliamentary Committee?

I hope the Select Committee will raise this matter with the management of
Manchester Metropolitan University.>!

296. The quotation attributed by the Sunday Times to a spokeswoman for the University
was as follows:

Miss Evans expresses a lot of very personal views but presents very little objective
information.

There is no evidence staff are put under any pressure to bump up grades. We are
extremely disappointed and upset that a colleague has chosen to raise these issues
externally.”?

297. In the case of Ms Evans we take the view that the University’s action in making the
statement to the press does not on this occasion constitute a threat or significant
interference with the witness. We have therefore not raised the matter with the University
ahead of the publication of this Report. We make it clear to Manchester Metropolitan
University and to the higher education institutions in general that putting obstacles in
the way of, or seeking to discourage through criticism, those who put evidence to
Parliament or its committees are matters that we deprecate. We reiterate that the
correct course for the University, if it had wished to challenge Ms Evans’ evidence, was
to submit its own memorandum to the inquiry.
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Conclusion

Views of students

298. This inquiry has been about student engagement and the student experience of
university. Detailed below are some of the answers given when we asked students what for
them makes for a good, or bad, university experience.

I [...] have had a very positive experience within university because of the excellent
teaching and support that I have received.”>

For me the main one would have to be the high standard of teaching, which is good
value for the tuition fees we are paying for our course. There’s nothing more frustrating
when you go to a lecture and you have a lecturer just reading Powerpoint slides,
especially when they are available at other sources like on the internet and the virtual
learning environments we have as well.>>*

What I consider to be a good university experience is a place where you can go to learn,
where you feel supported by the staff within it. So it doesn’t matter if you've got all the
modern facilities and all the best teachers.>>

If I were to use one phrase to encapsulate which makes or breaks a student experience it
would be getting involved. The endless opportunities available at university are wasted
if students are not properly encouraged to embrace them and push themselves.**

What I think makes a good university experience is a clear and defined career path.
Myself personally, I've been working for many years. I come from a single parent
background and it’s a career change, so my reason for going to university is because I
just want a whole new changing career.>”

What contributes to a successful university experience is an institution which actively
seeks values and acts on student feedback.>®

For me the students’ union were the good guys at the university. They kept me going.
They showed me the extra-curricula activities I could do. I didn’t enjoy my course in
the first year. I really wanted to leave, but it was the extra-curricula activities.”

Where parents can afford to meet the cost of living students gain better degrees; where
parents can’t afford it, their children’s job prospects are damaged. When debts are so
high and repayment takes so long many poorer students may decide to avoid university
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due to its cost, especially at the moment. University is too expensive and there are not
enough grants offered to poorer students.*®

e Within the current job market it is important that universities do prepare their students
for jobs as not only are students now competing for jobs but many experienced people
are losing their jobs, meaning that graduates are up against those who have a lot more
experience.”!

The higher education sector

299. When we were in the USA we asked an academic with extensive experience of
European and American higher education for his views on the British system of higher
education and how it compared with the system in the USA. He said that the best of the
British was better than the best of the American but added that the British system was
hampered by an “inherited elitism”, an interesting assertion. While we now have a mass
higher education system in England, much of the ethos and operation of the sector has
been influenced by the research intensive universities in the 1994 and Russell Groups. Is
this sustainable in the face of a government objective to have 40% of all adults in England
gaining a university qualification by 2020?

300. One clear example of the weight of history lying heavily on the sector is the boundary
of institutional autonomy and a reluctance in parts of the sector to develop greater
openness on terms other than those which they have determined. We found one example
where autonomy and lack of transparency appeared to have led to a serious deficiency—
statistically flawed methods of assessments used for degree classifications. We conclude
that one of the challenges the higher education sector faces over the next decade is to
develop greater openness and transparency in relation to, for example, academic
standards, external examiners and the safeguarding of the student experience.

Higher education compact

301. We consider that an essential first step towards greater transparency is to define the
roles and responsibilities of the higher education sector—academics, managers and
students—and of the government with regard to higher education. We concluded in
chapter 5 that all would benefit if their roles and responsibilities were set out in a
concordat. It could, for example, define the nature of both individual academic freedom
and institutional academic autonomy, the principles applying to the consideration of
applications for admissions and, more specifically, that only assessments meeting
acceptable statistical practice will be applied to the marking of students’ work (see
paragraph 257 and following).
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Student compacts

302. We envisage that as part of the concordat there should be a general agreement that
each higher education institution would produce, in consultation with its students, a
student compact. Such compacts could cover the following:

e for prospective undergraduate students an indication, by faculty or department, of the
number and duration of lectures, seminars and tutorials with an indication of (a) the
likely size of groups attending lectures, seminar groups and tutorials—for example,
based on the previous year’s experience, or the average in the department—and (b) the
amount of teaching that will be carried out by named academic staff and by graduate
students;

e information regarding academic staftf who will be available in a given year to guide
students outside formal lectures and seminars;

e a commitment to return work assignments to students within a certain period and

provide detailed feedback; and

e in return each higher education institution should be able to set out what is expected of
students, how many assignments they will be expected to submit, and how much time
they will be expected to devote to private study.

Codes of practice on admissions and access information

303. It also appears to us that institutional autonomy can get in the way of cross-sector
arrangements that are clearly to the advantage of students and prospective students. First,
the operation of, and principles underpinning, admissions arrangements need to be fully
explained by all higher education institutions to enable applicants to know how and against
what criteria they will be assessed. We call for a code of practice on admissions to higher
education. Second, we see clear advantages for students if higher education institutions
present information in a consistent format such as that which we suggest for inclusion in
the student compacts. So we also call for a code of practice on information for prospective
students.

Evidence for the formulation of policy

304. We found a paradox in this inquiry. The higher education sector in England carries
out, and has a reputation for, world-class research (and often world class teaching) but
there was a dearth of research, especially applied research, into key areas that should
inform policy formulation on higher education policy itself in England—for example, on
the influences stimulating the growth in numbers of degrees classified as firsts or upper
seconds, the relationship between teaching and research or the variation in students’ hours
of study between institutions. As we note in the body of the Report, there appears to be
little appetite for such research, which we find disappointing. We are concerned that the
higher education sector’s lack of interest in research into parts of its own operation
might be seen as a symptom of complacency and a reluctance to test and challenge
assumptions, some of which in an increasingly global market for higher education may
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be outmoded. We see a role for Government here to identify, commission and publicise
research on the operation of the higher education sector in England.

Standards

305. We were especially struck by the lack of clarity—and sometimes we even detected an
element of irritation—when we asked Vice-Chancellors whether a degree from a research
intensive university in the 1994 or Russell Groups was the same as one from a university
established after 1992. Their responses were in marked contrast to those we received in the
USA. The American Council on Education said there was no doubt that degrees varied
between universities and between departments within a university and added that there
was no question that the prestige of the Ivy League and top universities was greatest.
Whether it likes the question or not, the higher education sector in this country is going to
have to explain whether first class honours degrees from different universities are
equivalent. It is unacceptable for the sector to be in receipt of departmental spending of
£15 billion but be unable to answer a straightforward question about the relative
standards of the degrees of the students, which the taxpayer has paid for.

Quality and standards agency

306. In reviewing the evidence in our inquiry, we found that the arrangements for
safeguarding standards need to be brought up-to-date. The arrangements that served us
well during the 19" and 20™ centuries are now in danger of failing under the weight of a
higher education sector in England with 133 diverse institutions and where the total
number of higher education students has increased in England by from 1.5 million in
1996-97 to 1.9 million in 2007-08.>* Without the glue of common, clearly understood and
consistently applied standards there is a risk that the sector could fragment further. If it
does and if it follows the pattern of the USA, what is likely to happen is that the sector
fragments and a hierarchy emerges—described to us by an American academic—as based
on: the price an institute can charge in fees; the institution’s position in league tables; a
selectivity of students that may not be as sensitive to fair access and widening participation
as the current arrangements; and value for money. We have no problem with a hierarchy
of universities but what we do care about is that any such hierarchy should be based on
excellence of teaching, scholarship and research, not exclusively on money.

307. We are clear that the sector needs to address the question of standards now. We
have called for a new quality and standards agency, answerable jointly to higher
education institutions and the Government, and reporting annually to Parliament. We
envisage that such a body, expanding significantly from the work that the Quality
Assurance Agency has done, will build and rejuvenate the limbs of the existing system
that until relatively recently was working well—in particular, the system of external
examiners—and to provide the best way to safeguard the integrity of standards in
English higher education institutions.

308. It will also naturally be part of such a development that the relationship between
this new agency and the Higher Education Academy be reviewed, including

562 See table at para 3.
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clarification of the key responsibility for quality enhancement in regard to the student
experience. Although we had reservations about the operation of the Academy, it could
and, we believe, should have a key role in promoting and enhancing academic
standards.

309. The key to the successful transformation of higher education in England in the
next decade will be to move away from a culture fixated on the most prestigious
research-intensive universities and the results of the Research Assessment Exercise (and
its replacement) to one where other models of study and university can thrive and
excellence is recognised and rewarded for teaching supported by scholarship.
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Conclusions and recommendations

Framework for higher education

1.

We support the approach of the former Secretary of State, John Denham, in
examining the function and structure of higher education ahead of reaching
decisions on funding. We regret, however, that the Government did not initiate and
complete the examination of the function and structure of higher education in time
to allow the review of fees to be completed in 2009 and therefore ensure the matter is
fully aired in the run up to the next General Election. (Paragraph 9)

We recommend that in responding to this Report the Government set out a detailed
timetable for publishing the higher education framework. (Paragraph 10)

Future scrutiny of higher education

3.

Two areas our successor committee might find rewarding to examine are:
international students and postgraduate students, including those studying for
masters degrees and also including the terms under which universities require
postgraduate students to teach undergraduates. We have deliberately kept our focus
on the undergraduate. (Paragraph 11)

Demand for places in higher education institutions in 2009

4.

We recommend that in responding to this Report the Government provide a detailed
breakdown of the 4,805 full-time places (Additional Student Numbers) announced
in October 2008, in particular how 1,800 ASNs were required for year two and three
students. (Paragraph 14)

We recommend that in making future statements about the provision of additional
places in higher education the Government provide a breakdown between full-time
and part-time places and state clearly how many of the additional places will be
available for new entrant, first-year undergraduates. (Paragraph 17)

We did not have the opportunity to take evidence on the Government’s Written
Ministerial Statement made in July 2009. While we welcome a potential increase in
student numbers, these measures do not appear to meet all our concerns and have
the potential to set an unfortunate precedent in that no additional teaching grant is
being made available, particularly for science subjects where the costs are higher.
Moreover, in our view, the pressure caused by the strong increase in demand for
places in higher education in 2009 may still require the attention of our successor
committee later in the year, after this year’s A-level results are published, and we
therefore flag this up as an issue for our successor committee. (Paragraph 18)

We therefore welcome that part of the Written Ministerial Statement which states
that the “Government will pay the student support costs for extra places in courses”
related to the agenda set out in the policy statement “Building Britain's Future—New
Industry, New Jobs” (20 April 2009) such as science, technology, engineering and
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maths. We agree that new places in higher education should meet the strategic needs
of the country for STEM graduates, subject to our concerns in the previous
paragraph. (Paragraph 19)

We highlight the provision and education of STEM graduates as an issue for our
successor committee, and also it may be an issue that we examine as part of our
revised remit of scrutinising science and technology across government. (Paragraph
20)

Balance of funding

9.

The apparent disparity of funding in favour of young full-time students raises
questions about the justification of the balance of the allocation of resources in
higher education funding between young full-time, young part-time, mature full-
time and mature part-time students. The allocation of resources between these
groups and the broader question of a single funding stream for higher education and
further education are matters that our successor committee with responsibility for
both further and higher education may wish to examine. (Paragraph 37)

The use and application of contextual factors

10.

11.

12.

We commend the University of Leeds for its programme of entry for students from
disadvantaged backgrounds and conclude that this should be standard practice
across the sector. In our view this practice will require higher education institutions
to develop programmes for entry, which take account of contextual factors giving a
discount on A-level requirements, to ensure fair access. (Paragraph 47)

We recommend that the Government require higher education institutions, in
receipt of public funds, to take contextual factors into account and to set out which
ones it requires higher education institutions to take into account. (Paragraph 48)

We recommend that, within the next year, the Government review and report on the
extent to which higher education institutions have adopted the findings of the
Schwartz Review on Admission to Higher Education. The review also needs to
examine the extent to which contextual factors are applied consistently across the
sector. We also recommend that the Government put in place arrangements to
monitor the consequences of the use of contextual factors on measures such as
completion rates. (Paragraph 48)

Code of practice on admissions

13.

In our view the principle of fair access to higher education is the paramount
principle that must govern admissions and we have no reservation in stating that it
overrides other standard assumptions of the sector such as institutional autonomy.
In our view it is unacceptable for any part of the higher education sector to cite
higher education institutional autonomy as a reason to sidestep the requirement to
ensure fair access. (Paragraph 49)
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14.

15.

We consider that there is a role for government working with the higher education
sector to agree a set of principles that apply to the admission process, which should
be promulgated as a code of practice on admissions to higher education across
institutions. We stress that we are not calling for a common admissions process or
for government to specify the actual admissions and selection rules, but, given the
diversity of higher education institutions, we conclude that the sector should have
arrangements that reduce the elements of randomness and chance in the system and
help ensure students to get a fairer deal. (Paragraph 51)

We consider that where universities agree to recognise each other’s students—either
applicants who have met their admission criteria, including those who have earned a
discount on the usual entrance requirements, or students who have earned credits—
such an approach could make a significant contribution to credit transfer and
portability for students wishing or needing to transfer between higher education
institutions and in expanding both participation and diversity in the student body.
We recommend that the Government require those higher education institutions in
receipt of public funds to enter mutual recognition agreements and for the terms of
all agreements to be published. (Paragraph 52)

Fair access to universities in the Russell Group and 1994 Group

16.

We consider that fair access must be seen as important by the whole higher
education sector, particularly those higher education institutions that historically
have generated the highest lifetime earnings and most social capital for their
graduates. (Paragraph 56)

Widening participation

17.

18.

19.

It appears that not only are levels of attainment between state and independent
schools diverging at Level 3 but also large numbers of able young people are not
studying to Level 3, the main entrance gate to benefit from higher education.
(Paragraph 61)

We recommend that the Government carry out, before the next Spending Review, a
full review of the provision of education at Level 3, including the Qualifications
Framework and all routes into higher education, to ensure that those who have the
ability to benefit from higher education have the opportunity to fulfil their potential.
(Paragraph 62)

We recommend that the review include an examination of expanding higher
education provided in further education colleges, to assist those who currently could,
but do not, go forward into higher education. (Paragraph 63)

Benchmarks

20.

We conclude that the performance indicators which the Higher Education Statistics
Agency publishes on the composition of students from under-represented groups in
individual higher education institutions provide a useful focus for the higher
education sector on widening participation and should continue to be published
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annually. We consider, however, that benchmarks should not be used as targets and
that failure to meet benchmarks should not be used to criticise higher education
institutions until they are better developed to discount all confounding factors.
(Paragraph 68)

Schools and further education colleges

21.

22.

23.

We welcome the outreach to local schools and colleges that many universities
undertake and the growing co-operation between higher education, schools and
further education, which has the potential to widening participation in higher
education. We encourage all higher education institutions to develop such
partnerships. We recommend that the Government put arrangements in place to
enhance the co-operation between schools, further education colleges and higher
education to facilitate widening participation in higher education. We recommend
therefore that the Government and HEFCE urgently examine ways in which both
higher education institutions and staff are incentivised to instigate and carry out
outreach initiatives. This might, for example, include ring-fenced funding of a
relatively modest nature to support widening participation specifically to encourage
new outreach initiatives and to recognise the specific contributions of individual
lecturers and staff at higher education institutions. (Paragraph 73)

We consider that the Government should encourage higher education institutions to
pilot initiatives that have potential to increase higher education/school co-operation
and facilitate wider participation. (Paragraph 74)

We have not examined in detail in this Report the relationship between higher
education and further education and this is an issue that our successor committee
with responsibility for further education and higher education may wish to consider.
(Paragraph 75)

Foundation degrees and foundation years

24.

25.

In our view, if the community college credit system model operating in the US were
adopted in England, it would provide much greater flexibility in higher education in
this country, which will be essential to widening participation. We consider that one
route to the introduction of the model is to expand the provision of higher education
in further education colleges. We conclude that the Government should accelerate
the expansion of higher education provided in further education colleges. (Paragraph
83)

When the Government comes to set out its vision for higher education over the next
10-15 years it is essential that it explains how students with the required cognitive
abilities but without matching learning skills will be supported and assisted. The
Government needs to set out how it wishes to see the current foundation degree
arrangements evolve—particularly, how many entrants to higher education it expects
to commence with a foundation year and what financial support they can expect. We
recommend that the Government take immediate steps to introduce a credit transfer
system which will allow credit transfer and portability between tertiary education
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26.

institutions in England—that is, between further and higher and within higher
education institutions. (Paragraph 84)

In our view, a prerequisite for a system of credit transfer is a national system that
validates quality assurance and the standards of credits earned by students.
(Paragraph 85)

Completion of courses

27.

28.

29.

We conclude that higher education institutions should both identify and promote
good practice—for example, by systematically collecting and rigorously scrutinising
their own non-completion data across years and across subjects, carrying out exit
interviews and surveys and by developing further their student personal advice and
support systems. We also recommend that the Government investigate the reasons
why the non-completion rates of part-time students are higher than those for full-
time students and bring forward proposals to reduce the rates. (Paragraph 88)

We recommend that the Government, when evaluating widening participation,
examine student progression as well as numbers. (Paragraph 89)

We conclude that one of the main supports to securing wider participation is a
comprehensive system of pastoral care and welfare, as well as academic, support for
students by each higher education institution. We recommend that the Government
place a duty of care on higher education institutions to support their students and
require higher education institutions to provide a comprehensive system of pastoral
and welfare support for students encompassing, for example, pre-admission courses,
adjustment programmes, counselling and mentoring. (Paragraph 90)

Guidance and information

30.

31.

In our view, it is essential that the strategic needs of the country for STEM graduates
are fully taken into account when the Government sets targets for the expansion of
higher education. The Government must counteract any tendency within the system
propelling young people to study non-STEM subjects which are perceived to make
admission to university easier. As we noted in chapter 1, one step it should take is to
ensure that any new places funded in higher education institutions meet the strategic
needs of the country for STEM graduates. (Paragraph 95)

We conclude that currently careers guidance to those at many secondary schools is
inadequate. We consider that careers guidance needs to start at key stage 3 to advise
young people about their choice of GCSEs as this determines post-16 choice,
including entry into higher education. While we are aware that, following the
Government’s acceptance of the recommendation of the Leitch Report changes are
planned, we consider that the Government needs to overhaul, extend and improve
the careers guidance system urgently and to ensure that young people have access to
independent and also to specialist advice from industry and academia, including
students. When the changes have been made, we recommend that the Government
put in place clear procedures for monitoring the quality of careers guidance in
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schools and colleges to ensure that the improvement in quality and reach that is
required has been achieved. (Paragraph 96)

We conclude that it would assist prospective students if higher education institutions
presented in a consistent format, which facilitates cross-institutional comparisons,
the time a typical undergraduate student could expect to spend in attending lectures
and tutorials, in personal study and, for science courses, in laboratories during a
week. In addition, universities should indicate the likely size of tutorial groups and
the numbers at lectures and the extent to which students may be taught by graduate
students. We conclude that the higher education sector should develop a code of
practice on information for prospective students setting out the range, quality and
level of information that higher education institutions should make available to
prospective undergraduate students. (Paragraph 98)

National Student Survey

33.

34.

35.

36.

37.

We commend the introduction of the National Student Survey and fully support the
concept of seeking the views of students through such a survey. (Paragraph 100)

We accept that the National Student Survey is a good starting point but caution
against an over-reliance on it. We conclude that it is essential to safeguard the
independence of the National Student Survey and recommend that the Higher
Education Funding Council for England, which has responsibility for the Survey,
examine ways to bolster the independence of the survey, including bringing forward
arrangements to provide the NUS with a role in promoting the integrity of the
Survey. (Paragraph 101)

We conclude that league tables are a permanent fixture and recommend that the
Government seek to ensure that as much information is available as possible from
bodies such as HEFCE and HESA, to make the data they contain meaningful,
accurate and comparable. (Paragraph 104)

To assist people applying to higher education we recommend that the Government
seek to expand the National Student Survey to incorporate factors which play a
significant part in prospective applicants’ decisions—for example, the extent to
which institutions encourage students to engage in non-curricula activities and work
experience and offer careers advice. (Paragraph 104)

We recommend that the Government produce a metric to measure higher education
institutions’ contribution to widening participation, use the metric to measure the
contribution made by institutions and publish the results in a form which could be
incorporated into university league tables. (Paragraph 105)

Tuition fees and the review of fees

38.

We have deliberately not set out to review the question of tuition fees and we make
no recommendation as to the level at which variable tuition fees should be capped or
whether they should be abolished. Tuition fees came up at several points during our
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39.

40.

41.

42.

43.

44.
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inquiry and we set out below observations which we hope will inform the review of
fees. (Paragraph 110)

Though we received anecdotal views that some people may have been discouraged
from applying to university, we note that the students whom we met or took
evidence from were not pressing concerns that fees set at £3,145 across almost all
universities were deterring full-time students from applying to university.
(Paragraph 111)

We detected no evidence that variable tuition fees at current levels were driving up
quality on campus, which is not surprising given that the fees hardly vary across the
higher education sector and so provide little incentive for students to look for value
for money between institutions. We found some concerns that applicants might be
deterred if the review of fees led to a steep increase in fees. (Paragraph 113)

We recommend that in its consultation on the review of fees the Government seeks
to commission and publish independent research to provide for a detailed and
informed debate and consultation on the matter, in particular into the impact of a
higher cap on course quality and applications. We further recommend that any
higher education institution seeking to increase its fees provide detailed evidence to
support its proposals. (Paragraph 114)

We recommend the Government’s review of fees look at the alternative methods of
securing the funds needed to sustain a strong higher education sector and should not
be concerned exclusively with the appropriate level of fees within the current
structure. (Paragraph 116)

In our view the student and the level of debt he or she could reasonably be expected
to incur has to be a central question for the forthcoming review of fees. (Paragraph
117)

We recommend that the Government commission independent research into the
effects of the introduction of variable tuition fees introduced in 2006 and into further
increases in fees on applications to higher education from those from lower socio-
economic groups and disadvantaged backgrounds. We further recommend that this
research be commissioned and published in time to inform the review of fees. As
part of the review of fees the Government needs to indicate as part of its vision for
higher education over the next 15 years at what level it wants to see tuition fees reach,
if it is to persist with the current fee regime. If its objective is to raise the cap on fees
significantly towards levels that the market will determine it needs to explain how it
will ensure that the deleterious effects we saw in the USA are to be avoided.
(Paragraph 120)

Bursaries

45.

46.

We conclude that the current bursary arrangements cannot be justified on the
grounds of equitably matching student support with student needs. (Paragraph 125)

We conclude that the current bursary arrangements, which have led to large
variations between higher education institutions in support for students with similar
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needs, cannot be justified on the grounds of widening participation in higher
education. (Paragraph 127)

We conclude that the present bursary arrangements do not contribute to the
national policies of widening participation or fair access. Nor are they an instrument
to maximise the affordability of higher education for students from poor
backgrounds, which, in our view, is what student support arrangements should be
concerned with. (Paragraph 129)

If, following the review of fees, bursaries remain to be set by each institution, we
conclude that all higher education institutions must ensure that prospective students
are made aware of the bursaries available and can easily establish eligibility and
calculate an indicative level of bursary and that at least basic information about a
specific institution’s approach is provided as part of its pre-admission
documentation provided to applicants. (Paragraph 131)

National bursary system

49.

50.

51.

52.

53.

The Russell and 1994 Groups put to us their strong belief that all the additional fee
income “belongs to” their member institutions and can only be spent on “their”
students. This is not, in our view, a principle that is either demonstrable or
sustainable. (Paragraph 133)

We recommend that the Government include in the terms of reference of the
forthcoming review of fees two key guiding principles. First, student need, rather
than the characteristics of the university that the student attends, should determine
the support that students receive. Second, any arrangements such as bursary
arrangements recommended by the review must be shown to contribute to the
national policies both of widening participation and fair access. (Paragraph 136)

We consider that a national bursary scheme should also enable students to calculate
the total level of support they could expect when making applications to higher
education institutions. We favour a national bursary scheme, which would set a
realistic national minimum bursary for all students across England. We recommend
that the Government draw up and publish as part of the review of fees, and invite
comments on, a national bursary scheme. We recommend that the indicative scheme
set national minimum amounts for bursaries calculated on the basis of need to which
all students in higher education institutions in England would be eligible to apply.
(Paragraph 137)

We acknowledge that a national bursary system that duplicated the existing student
grant arrangements may not be the best way to proceed. We consider that, if the
Government can show that the principles we have set out above can be effectively
met by another route—for example, by a redistributive mechanism pooling a
percentage of each higher education institution’s fee income and redistributing it as
additional grant—then that may be a more sensible way forward. (Paragraph 139)

If following the review, fees vary significantly, it is essential that students from poor
backgrounds have no financial disincentive from attending high-fee institutions and
we conclude that the review of fees should ensure that there are arrangements to
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provide these students with adequate financial support. Such arrangements could
include an addition above the national minimum bursary or a top-up bursary
provided by the institution charging the higher fees. (Paragraph 140)

Part-time and mature students

54.

55.

In our view, the case for improving the treatment of part-time and mature students is
compelling. In equity all students must be treated in the same manner. Any system
that does not achieve this will discriminate against groups—in this case part-time
and mature students—and this is unacceptable. Nor does it make sense, given the
scale of the improvement in education and skills that the Government wants to see
by 2020, to deny support to part-time and mature students, who have a crucial part
to play in achieving this objective. We recommend that the forthcoming review of
fees examine all aspects of support for part-time and mature students, including both
the direct financial support to part-time students and the nature of changes required
which will enable the sector to develop greater flexibility to meet the needs of part-
time students. We further recommend that this assessment set a deadline by which
the treatment of, and support for, undergraduate students becomes broadly similar,
irrespective of whether students study full-time or part-time. (Paragraph 152)

We recommend that the Government review the existing schemes to assist groups
into higher education—such as those leaving the armed forces—to establish the
lessons that could be applied to assist other groups. (Paragraph 153)

Relationship between teaching and research

56.

57.

58.

59.

We consider that the Research Excellence Framework (REF) should take into
account the whole range of indicators of excellence, including the broader
contribution which academics make. (Paragraph 158)

There is one issue that we should highlight and in responding to this Report we
invite the Government to explain how the REF will take it into account. This is the
treatment of multi-disciplinary collaborative teams between, and within, higher
education institutions. We consider that the REF should ensure that sufficient weight
is given to such collaborative teams and the effects of such teams are taken into
account to ensure that they are encouraged and developed. This is a matter that our
successor committee may wish to examine. (Paragraph 159)

We recommend that the Government require higher education institutions in
receipt of funds from the taxpayer to have accounting systems in place that provide a
clear audit trail of the use to which resources provided for teaching and research are
put so that they can be separately and clearly identified. (Paragraph 160)

Most of the students who responded to our inquiry saw the connection between
teaching and research as positive, finding the proximity to research stimulating and
the quality of teachers’ scholarship enhanced. They also identified some negative
effects such as cancelled classes and unavailability of lecturers. We conclude that,
where research impacts negatively on teaching, the university authorities should be
expected to address the deficiencies. (Paragraph 170)
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Having examined the material supplied by DIUS we cannot see that convincing
evidence is currently available to prove the assertion that good-quality research is
essential for good teaching of undergraduates. In our view, the evidence is at best
mixed and there may be different relationships between research and teaching not
just across disciplines within institutions and even within departments and that
across the sector these relationships may range from mutually supportive to
antagonistic. We recommend that the Government commission and publish
independent research in this area to inform future policy decisions. (Paragraph 172)

We consider that the extent to which undergraduates across the higher education
sector are expected to carry out research as part of their programme of study and the
extent to which those teaching and supervising such students need to be actively
engaged in research themselves are both matters that should be addressed in the
research which we recommend that the Government commissions. The results of
this research may require a significant reassessment of where and how resources are
allocated between teaching and research. (Paragraph 173)

We invite the Government in responding to this Report to comment on the
proposition that one of the indicators of excellence to be taken into account by the
Research Excellence Framework will be the demonstrable effect that research and
teaching have on each other in institutions, and also the broader contribution which
academics submitting to the REF make to pedagogic research and by implication
pedagogic practice. (Paragraph 174)

We recommend that the Research Excellence Framework explicitly recognises and
gives credence to research into pedagogy and the teaching within, and across,
disciplines. (Paragraph 176)

We consider that the higher education sector needs to be clearer about the
circumstances in which promotion and progression can be achieved on the basis of
pedagogical skills, scholarship and expertise. We recommend that the Government
require higher education institutions in receipt of public funds to ensure that they
have put in place clear and effective criteria for appointments and promotions based
on teaching. (Paragraph 178)

Higher Education Academy

65.

66.

First, if the Higher Education Academy is operating effectively and meeting its
strategic aims, we consider that, working with the Quality Assurance Agency for
Higher Education, it should be able to play a key role in promoting and enhancing
academic standards and in driving forward the changes we suggest are needed in this
Report. If, however, the Academy is not working effectively we conclude that it will
not be able to play its full part in promoting and enhancing academic standards in
higher education. (Paragraph 180)

We recommend that HEFCE carry out a further evaluation of the operation and
effectiveness of the Higher Education Academy by the end of the year and publish
the evaluation. The operation and effectiveness of the Academy is an issue that our
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67.

68.

successor committee with responsibility for scrutinising higher education may wish
to examine. (Paragraph 181)

We recommend that, whilst taking account of the work of the National Student
Forum, as a condition of continued support the Government require the Higher
Education Academy to establish its own student forum for the purpose of accessing
directly the views and experiences of students, particularly in relation to its own areas
of focus. In addition, we recommend that the Government review the operation and
use by higher education institutions of the Academy’s Professional Standards
Framework and we recommend that the Government require the Academy to
produce “steering” statements in relation to academic staff development as a means
for improving the student experience. (Paragraph 183)

We recommend that the Government require the Higher Education Academy as a
condition for continued support through HEFCE to develop arrangements to
encourage established academic staff to engage in professional development in
relation to their teaching responsibilities and to set up systems to record their
development. In return for this support from the taxpayer through the Academy we
expect higher education institutions to press their staff to continue their professional
development. (Paragraph 184)

Teaching qualification and training

69.

70.

71.

72.

We conclude that all staff—new entrants, current staff and graduate students—in
higher education who teach should be encouraged to obtain a higher education
teaching qualification, which, depending on an individual’s role and level of
experience, should be achieved through initial training or on the basis of continuing
professional development. (Paragraph 186)

We also recommend that the Government, in consultation with the higher education
sector, including student representatives, review the use of graduate students in
teaching roles and examine whether additional means of support—such as the
development of mentoring arrangements and contracts of appointment—are
required. (Paragraph 186)

We recommend that the Government in consultation with the higher education
sector, including student representatives, draw-up and agree a strategy to require all
university staff engaged in regular and significant teaching to undertake appropriate
training in pedagogical skills and also to encourage staff across higher education
institutions in England to obtain a professional teaching qualification. We further
recommend that the Government require higher education institutions as a
condition of support from the taxpayer to have in place programmes to enhance the
teaching effectiveness of all academic staff who have teaching responsibilities. We
recommend that, within its review processes, the QAA monitor and report on the
extent to which institutions are demonstrably meeting this requirement. (Paragraph
187)

We conclude that the Government and the higher education sector, in consultation
with student representatives, should draw up and implement arrangements
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applicable across the sector which allow students to convey concerns about poor
teaching and which ensure that universities take effective remedial action. We
consider that such arrangements once established should be subject to review by the
Quality Assurance Agency to ensure that they allow students to convey concerns and
that remedial action is taken, where warranted. (Paragraph 190)

We consider that all academic staff in higher education engaged in regular and
significant teaching should be able to demonstrate the incorporation of up-to-date
scholarship, research and professional practice into their teaching. (Paragraph 193)

Quality of feedback given by teachers to students

74.

Whilst individual institutions may have developed effective institutional or course-
based guidance, we conclude that there is a need for a code of practice across the
higher education sector, which builds on the QAA’s “Code of practice for the
assurance of academic quality and standards in higher education Section 6:
Assessment of students”. It is our view that, whether at the level of module, course,
department or institution, students should be provided with more personalised
information about the intended parameters of their own assessment experience. It is
unacceptable and disheartening for any piece of work whether good, average or poor
to be returned to a student with only a percentage mark and no comments or with
feedback but after such a long time that the feedback is ineffective. We recommend
that the Government require the Higher Education Academy to draw up, in
consultation with the higher education sector, including representative students, a
code of practice on (i) the timing, (ii) the quantity, and (iii) the format and content of
feedback and require higher education institutions to demonstrate how they are
following the Code when providing feedback to students in receipt of support from
the taxpayer. (Paragraph 196)

Standards

75.

76.

77.

We conclude that it is simplistic and unsatisfactory for higher education institutions
to be seen to rely on the fact that international students continue to apply as evidence
that standards are being maintained. It is absurd and disreputable to justify academic
standards with a market mechanism. (paragraph 201)

The question of whether higher education offers graduates a suitable preparation
both lifelong and lifewide in a changing world (see paragraph 7) is another matter,
which our successor committee with responsibility for scrutinising higher education
may wish to examine. (paragraph 203)

The public purse supports higher education to the tune of £15 billion and it is
essential those studying at higher education institutions are awarded degrees that
measure accurately and consistently the intellectual development and skills that
students have achieved. We consider that it is essential that a body concerns itself
with assuring the comparability of standards both between institutions and over
time. (paragraph 208)
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The Quality Assurance Agency

78.

79.

80.

81.

In our view, it is matter of some regret—and a symptom of complacency—that it was
only after pressure from outside the higher education sector, that is, the media,
ministers and us that it appears that the QAA used the “cause for concern” process to
examine more generally institutions’ capacity to assure the academic standards and
quality of their higher education programmes and awards. We consider that the
QAA needs to make up for lost time and develop its expertise in this area. In
addition, we consider that the Government and higher education institutions must
find the resources to support this endeavour. (paragraph 216)

In our view a body with responsibilities for standards which has as its primary
function promoting UK higher education would be misconceived and likely to
undermine faith in the quality of higher education. (paragraph 218)

We consider that in not judging “the standards themselves”, the QAA is taking an
unduly limited view of its potential role. (paragraph 219)

We have concluded that, on balance, the QAA, rather than be abolished, should be
reformed and re-established as a Quality and Standards Agency—possibly by Royal
Charter (which was the arrangement used to set up the former Council for National
Academic Awards)—with the responsibility for maintaining consistent, national
standards in higher education institutions in England and for monitoring and
reporting on standards. We also recommend that the remit of the new body
include—if necessary, on the basis of statute—a duty to safeguard, and report on,
standards in higher education in England. It should also report annually on
standards to Parliament. We further recommend that, to ensure its independence,
the funding of the Agency’s activities in England be provided through a mechanism
requiring half its funding to be provided by the Higher Education Funding Council
for England and half from levies on higher education institutions in England. In
making these recommendations we are looking to see a fundamental change in the
operation of the QAA and that, if this cannot be achieved within two years, the
QAA/Quality and Standards Agency should be abolished and an entirely new
organisation be established in its place. (paragraph 220)

Variations in demands made of students

82.

83.

We conclude that it appears that different levels of effort are required in different
universities to obtain degrees in similar subjects, which may suggest that different
standards may be being applied. Furthermore, the HEPI studies’ consistent message
is that more research is necessary in this vital area of student contact, and we
conclude that those responsible for standards in higher education (both institutions
and the sector level bodies) should ensure that such research is carried out.
(paragraph 222)

We recommend that the Government investigate and establish whether students in
England spend significantly less time studying, which includes lectures, contact time
with academic staff and private study, than their counterparts overseas and that, if
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this proves to be the case, establish what effect this has on the standards of degrees
awarded by the higher education sector in England. (paragraph 224)

Assessment of teaching quality

84.

We conclude that the reformed QAA’s new remit should include the review of, and
reporting, on the quality of teaching in universities and, where shortcomings are
identified, ensuring that they are reported publicly and addressed by the institution
concerned. We also conclude that the QAA should develop its current policy of
giving greater attention to institutions’ policies and procedures in relation to
improving quality and that the QAA should produce more guidance and feedback
based on its institutional reviews. (paragraph 226)

Institutional accreditation

85.

86.

We recommend that all higher education institutions in England have their
accreditation to award degrees reviewed no less often than every 10 years by the
reformed QAA. Where the Agency concludes that all or some of an institution’s
powers should be withdrawn, we recommend that the Government draw up and put
in place arrangements which would allow accreditation to award degrees to be
withdrawn or curtailed by the Agency. (paragraph 229)

We recommend that the reformed QAA have powers to carry out reviews of the
quality of, and standards applied in, the assessment arrangements for an institution’s
courses, including, if necessary, its degree awarding powers, in response to external
examiners or public concerns about the standards in an institution or at the
direction of the Secretary of State. (paragraph 230)

Whistle-blowers

87.

88.

We see grounds for concluding that the system for reviewing the concerns of
academics about standards needs to be rebalanced to provide greater protection for
those raising concerns alongside a clear move to independent and external review.
Our initial view is that such a service which provides, for example, independent
arbitration and adjudication might be the responsibility of a reformed QAA. We also
recommend that Government bring forward legislation to strengthen the whistle-
blowing procedures in the 1988 Education Reform Act to provide greater protection
to academics. We are reluctant to go further and to reach firm conclusions without
carrying out a more detailed inquiry into adequacy of the protection for whistle-
blowers within higher education—and this is an issue that a successor committee
with responsibility for scrutinising higher education may wish to return to—but on
the basis of the evidence from individual academics and the UCU we consider that
there could be a systematic problem here. (paragraph 235)

The case of Mr Cairns, the details of which we set out in chapter 6 of this Report,
reinforces our uneasiness about the adequacy of the internal systems within higher
education institutions to resolve disputes involving those who raise concerns about
standards. In our view, the ability of an academic to appeal to an external,
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independent body would provide a safety-value for potentially explosive disputes.
(paragraph 236)

The autonomy of higher education institutions

89.

We recommend that the Government request HEFCE, the higher education sector
and student bodies to draw up, and seek to agree, a concordat defining those areas
over which universities have autonomy, including a definition of academic freedom
and, on the other side, those areas where the Government, acting on behalf of the
taxpayer, can reasonably and legitimately lay down requirements or intervene.
(paragraph 242)

Degree classification

90.

91.

92.

We recommend that the Higher Education Funding Council for England
commission a study to examine the influences upon the classification of honours
degrees since 1994 and that this be undertaken in a representative range of subject
disciplines. (paragraph 251)

We consider that so long as there is a classification system it is essential that it should
categorise all degrees against a consistent set of standards across all higher education
institutions in England. (Paragraph 251)

We conclude that a key task of a reformed QAA, in consultation with higher
education institutions and government, should be to define the characteristics of
each class of honours degree and to ensure that the standards which each university
draws up and applies are derived from these classification standards. (Paragraph 256)

Methods of assessment

93.

94.

We recommend that the government require those higher education institutions in
receipt of support from the taxpayer to publish the details of the methodological
assumptions underpinning assessments for all degrees. (paragraph 260)

We conclude that the QAA should review the methodological assumptions
underpinning assessments for degrees to ensure that they meet acceptable statistical
practice. (paragraph 260)

Record of achievement

95.

96.

We conclude that the HEAR and the current honours degree classification system
should run in parallel for at least five years. (paragraph 264)

We conclude that the Higher Education Achievement Report (HEAR) should record
academic achievement and reflect significant non-academic achievement. The
record will, however, need to be carefully structured to enable a convenient reading
of academic achievement separate from other activity. Furthermore, we consider
that, as part of the review of the HEAR pilot, various good practice models
incorporating the range of academic and non-academic elements, should be
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provided to enable those who will use the HEAR—for example, employers, those
providing training and students themselves—to gain ready access to the information
required. (paragraph 266)

External examiners

97.

The starting point for the repair of the external examiner system is the
recommendation made by the Dearing Report to the Quality Assurance Agency “to
work with universities and other degree awarding institutions to create, within three
years, a UK-wide pool of academic staff recognised by the Quality Assurance
Agency, from which institutions must select external examiners”. We conclude that
the sector should now implement this recommendation. Drawing on the evidence
we received we would add that the reformed QAA should be given the responsibility
of ensuring that the system of external examiners works and that, to enable
comparability, the QAA should ensure that standards are applied consistently across
institutions. We strongly support the development of a national “remit” for external
examiners, clarifying, for example, what documents external examiners should be
able to access, the extent to which they can amend marks—in our view, they should
have wide discretion—and the matters on which they can comment. This should be
underpinned with an enhanced system of training, which would allow examiners to
develop the generic skills necessary for multi-disciplinary courses. We conclude that
higher education institutions should only employ external examiners from the
national pool. The system should also be transparent and we conclude that, to assist
current and prospective students, external examiners’ reports should be published
without redaction, other than to remove material which could be used to identify an
individual’s mark or performance. (paragraph 273)

Plagiarism

98.

We conclude that the growth in opportunities for plagiarism is such that the sector
needs to be especially vigilant, establish the application of consistent approaches
across the sector and ensure that it fully shares intelligence. We recognise that many
students accused of plagiarism may be guilty of little more than failing to reference
sources correctly and that the majority of students are conscientious and act in good
faith. Given, however, the scale and potential for damage to the reputation of English
universities it is vital that the problem is held in check and then progressively
“educated” and “managed” out of the system. We recommend that the Government,
in consultation with the higher education sector including students’ representatives,
put in place arrangements to establish standards, which set out what is and what is
not plagiarism, ensure that comprehensive guidance is available across the sector,
and co-ordinate action to combat plagiarism. One possible candidate for this work is
the Higher Education Academy working with the reformed QAA. We also request
that the Government, in responding to this Report, advise whether those providing
or using so-called “writing services”, to produce work which students can
misrepresent as their own, are liable for criminal prosecution. (paragraph 279)
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Manchester Metropolitan University

99.

100.

101.

102.

103.

In this chapter we set out the circumstances of the case concerning Mr Cairns and
Manchester Metropolitan University and our conclusions, which are for the House.
(Paragraph 280)

The correct course for the University, if it had wished to challenge Mr Cairns’
evidence, was to submit its own memorandum to the inquiry. (Paragraph 288)

In our view the action of the Vice-Chancellor and the Academic Board of
Manchester Metropolitan University on 18 March 2009 in removing Mr Cairns from
the Board could be regarded as interference with a witness and therefore a prima
facie breach of privilege. If matters had remained there we would have consulted the
Liaison Committee and requested the House to refer the matter to the Committee on
Standards and Privileges. (Paragraph 291)

We found the decision whether to ask the House to refer the University’s actions to
the Committee on Standards and Privileges a very finely balanced one. In the end
because the University has expressed regrets—albeit with reservations—and because
Mr Cairns has rejoined the Academic Board, we have concluded that, while it is right
to bring this serious matter to the attention of the House in this Report, in the
circumstances we should not ask the House to refer the matter to the Committee on
Standards and Privileges. We must, however, put on record that we deprecate the
behaviour of the Vice-Chancellor and the members of the Academic Board of
Manchester Metropolitan University not only for removing Mr Cairns from the
Board on 18 March 2009, particularly as it appears without giving Mr Cairns the
opportunity to respond, but also for the manner in which they have handled the
matter since the events of 18 March. Having accepted that they made an error, the
Vice-Chancellor and Academic Board should simply have accepted the consequence
of their mistake, apologised and speedily restored Mr Cairns. (Paragraph 294)

We make it clear to Manchester Metropolitan University and to the higher education
institutions in general that putting obstacles in the way of, or seeking to discourage
through criticism, those who put evidence to Parliament or its committees are
matters that we deprecate. We reiterate that the correct course for the University, if it
had wished to challenge Ms Evans’ evidence, was to submit its own memorandum to
the inquiry. (Paragraph 297)

The higher education sector

104.

We conclude that one of the challenges the higher education sector faces over the
next decade is to develop greater openness and transparency in relation to, for
example, academic standards, external examiners and the safeguarding of the student
experience. (Paragraph 300)

Evidence for the formulation of policy

105.

We are concerned that the higher education sector’s lack of interest in research into
parts of its own operation might be seen as a symptom of complacency and a
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reluctance to test and challenge assumptions, some of which in an increasingly global
market for higher education may be outmoded. We see a role for Government here
to identify, commission and publicise research on the operation of the higher
education sector in England. (Paragraph 304)

Standards

106.

It is unacceptable for the sector to be in receipt of departmental spending of £15
billion but be unable to answer a straightforward question about the relative
standards of the degrees of the students, which the taxpayer has paid for. (Paragraph
305)

Quality and standards agency

107.

108.

109.

We are clear that the sector needs to address the question of standards now. We have
called for a new quality and standards agency, answerable jointly to higher education
institutions and the Government, and reporting annually to Parliament. We envisage
that such a body, expanding significantly from the work that the Quality Assurance
Agency has done, will build and rejuvenate the limbs of the existing system that until
relatively recently was working well—in particular, the system of external
examiners—and to provide the best way to safeguard the integrity of standards in
English higher education institutions. (Paragraph 307)

It will also naturally be part of such a development that the relationship between this
new agency and the Higher Education Academy be reviewed, including clarification
of the key responsibility for quality enhancement in regard to the student experience.
Although we had reservations about the operation of the Academy, it could and, we
believe, should have a key role in promoting and enhancing academic standards.
(Paragraph 308)

The key to the successful transformation of higher education in England in the next
decade will be to move away from a culture fixated on the most prestigious research-
intensive universities and the results of the Research Assessment Exercise (and its
replacement) to one where other models of study and university can thrive and
excellence is recognised and rewarded for teaching supported by scholarship.
(Paragraph 309)
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Annex 1: Glossary of acronymes, initials and

terms

ASKe
ASNs
BIS
CBI
CNAA
CPD
DCSF
DELNI
DIUS
ECUK

ELQ

FE

FEC
GCE
GCSE
HE
HEAR
HEDG
HEFCE
HEFCW
HEI
HEIFES
HEPI

HESA

Assessment Standards Knowledge Exchange

Additional Student Numbers

Department for Business, Innovation and Skills

Confederation of British Industry

Council for National Academic Awards

Continuing Professional Development

Department for Children, Schools and Families

Department for Employment and Learning (in Northern Ireland)
Department for Innovation, Universities and Skills

Engineering Council UK

Students studying for qualifications equivalent or lower to qualification
they already have attained

Further education

Further education college

General Certificate of Education

General Certificate of Secondary Education
Higher education

Higher Education Achievement Report

Heads of Educational Development Group
Higher Education Funding Council for England
Higher Education Funding Council for Wales
Higher Education Institution

Higher Education in Further Education: Students Survey
Higher Education Policy Institute

Higher Education Statistics Agency
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HESES Higher Education Students Early Statistics Survey

IoD Institute of Directors

Level 3 Level 3 qualifications include A-levels and certain diplomas

NAO National Audit Office

NSS National Student Survey

NUS National Union of Students

NVQ National vocational qualifications are work-related, competence-based
qualifications.

OFFA Office for Fair Access

PGCE Postgraduate Certificate in Education in Higher Education

PhD Doctor of Philosophy

QAA Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education

QR funding  Funding provided for quality-related research
RAE Research Assessment Exercise
REF Research Excellence Framework

SACWG Student Assessment and Classification Working Group

SEDA Staff and Educational Development Association

SEMTA Sector Skills Council for science, engineering and manufacturing
technologies

SFC Scottish Funding Council

STEM Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics

UCAL University of California

UCAS Universities and Colleges Admissions Service

UCL University College London

UCu University and College Union

UKCES UK Commission for Employment and Skills

UUK Universities UK
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Annex 2: Matters for possible future

Inquiry

Issue Paragraph(s)
Autonomy of higher education institutions 237 and following
Demand led system of higher education, operation of 18

Further education, relationship with higher education, and | 75, 37

provision of higher education in further education colleges

and the question of a single funding stream for higher

education and further education

Higher Education Academy, operation and effectiveness of 181
International students 11

Lifelong and lifewide needs in a changing world, adequacy of | 203

higher education as preparation for

Masters degrees 11

Postgraduate students 11

Research Excellence Framework (REF), in particular its | 159

recognition of multi-disciplinary collaborative teams

Shortage of places at university in 2009 12 and following
STEM graduates, provision of 18,95
Whistle-blowers, adequacy of protections for 235
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Formal Minutes

Monday 20 July 2009

Members present:

Mr Phil Willis, in the Chair

Mr Tim Boswell Mr Gordon Marsden
Dr Evan Harris Ian Stewart
Dr Brian Iddon Graham Stringer

The Committee deliberated.

Draft Report (Students and Universities), proposed by the Chairman, brought up and read.
Ordered, That the draft Report be read a second time, paragraph by paragraph.

Paragraphs 1 to 309 read and agreed to.

Summary agreed to.

Annexes 1 and 2 agreed to.

Resolved, That the Report be the Eleventh Report of the Committee to the House.

Ordered, That the Chairman make the Report to the House.

Ordered, That embargoed copies of the Report be made available, in accordance with the
provisions of Standing Order No. 134.

Written evidence was ordered to be reported to the House for printing with the Report
together with written evidence reported and ordered to be published on 28 January, 16 and
18 March, 1 April, 6 May and 29 June.

[The Committee adjourned.
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Monday 30 March 2009 [HC 370-ii]

Professor Janet Beer, Vice-Chancellor, Oxford Brookes University; and Dr John
Hood, Vice-Chancellor, University of Oxford;

Professor Margaret Price, Oxford Brookes University; Dr Chris Rust, Oxford
Brookes University; Professor Roger Goodman, University of Oxford, and
Professor Alan Ryan, University of Oxford;
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student, Oxford Brookes University.
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John Crompton, Head of R&D Recruitment for Europe, Procter & Gamble for the
CBI; John Harris, Higher Skills/Education Manager, SEMTA; Mike Harris, Head of
Education and Skills Policy, Institute of Directors (loD); and Andrew Ramsay,
Chief Executive Officer, Engineering Council UK (ECUK);

Ricky Chotai, student, University of Salford; Carrie Donaghy, student,
Northumbria University; Alasdair Farquharson, student, University of
Wolverhampton; Gemma Jerome, student, University of Liverpool; Anand Raja,
student, University of Birmingham; and Ed Steward, student, University College
London.

Wednesday 6 May 2009 [HC 170-iv]

Professor Michael Arthur, Vice-Chancellor, University of Leeds; Professor Michael
Driscoll, Vice-Chancellor, Middlesex University; and Professor Roger Brown,
Former Vice-Chancellor of Southampton Solent University;

Sally Hunt, General Secretary, University and College Union; Dr Natalie Fenton,
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Dr Gavin Reid, University of Leeds.

Monday 11 May 2009 [HC 170-v]

Rt Hon John Denham MP, Secretary of State for Innovation, Universities and
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Pre-appointment hearing with the Chair-elect of the Science
and Technology Facilities Council, Professor Michael Sterling

Sites of Special Scientific Interest

UK Centre for Medical Research and Innovation
The work and operation of the Copyright Tribunal

Withdrawal of funding for equivalent or lower level
qualifications (ELQs)

Science Budget Allocations
Renewable electricity-generation technologies
Biosecurity in UK research laboratories

Pre-legislative Scrutiny of the Draft Apprenticeships Bill

The Funding of Science and Discovery Centres: Government
Response to the Eleventh Report from the Science and
Technology Committee, Session 2006-07

The Last Report: Government Response to the Thirteenth
Report from the Science and Technology Committee, Session
2006-07

Investigating the Oceans: Government Response to the Science
and Technology Committee’s Tenth Report of Session 2006-07
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