National Qualifications Authority of Ireland
External Quality Assurance Procedures

Introduction
Under the Qualifications (Education and Training) Act 1999, the National Qualifications Authority of Ireland is required to exercise a series of external quality assurance or quality-related functions.  These statutory functions pertain primarily to the two awards Councils – the Further Education and Training Awards Council (FETAC) and the Higher Education and Training Awards Council (HETAC) – and the Dublin Institute of Technology.  This document sets outs the policy approach and/or procedures followed by the Authority in fulfilling these functions.  
The particular processes covered are:

1. Review of the performance by FETAC or HETAC of its functions (under section 9 of the Act)

2. Procedures for hearing of appeals from a provider where FETAC or HETAC refuses or withdraws validation of a programme of education and training (under section 17 or 27 of the Act)
3. Delegation of authority to make awards: procedures for the performance of the Authority’s agreement roles within the HETAC delegation process 
a. Agreement with HETAC, following a self-evaluation by a recognised institution, that the delegation review process may proceed to the ‘subsequent evaluation’ stage (under section 29(4) (b) of the Act ) 

b. Agreement with HETAC on the outcome of the delegation review process (under section 29(5) of the Act).
4. Delegation of authority to make awards: procedures for hearing appeals by recognised institutions against the withdrawal by HETAC of delegated authority (under section 30 of the Act)

5. Dublin Institute of Technology – External Quality Assurance

a.
Consideration of the findings arising from the application of the quality assurance procedures agreed with the Dublin Institute of Technology (under section 39(2) of the Act)
b.
Review of effectiveness of the agreed quality assurance procedures of the Dublin Institute of Technology (under section 39(3) and (4) of the Act). 

The procedures set out below functions are informed by current thinking and practice within the quality assurance arena, both in national and international context.  In particular, they conform to the ‘Principles of Good Practice in Quality Assurance / Quality Improvement for Irish Higher Education and Training’ agreed by the Irish Higher Education Quality Network (May, 2005), and the Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the European Higher Education Area, adopted by the Ministers responsible for higher education in the EHEA in Bergen in 2005.  
It is also of note that the Authority has a parallel role in relation to potential delegation of authority processes to be put in place by FETAC.  When any criteria and procedures for such delegation reviews are put in place, these external quality assurance procedures will be put in place.

This document will be reviewed annually by the Authority to incorporate new quality assurance or quality-related processes related to its statutory functions or, in the light of new thinking and developments on quality matters, to incorporate revisions to existing processes.
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1.
Review of the performance by FETAC or HETAC of its functions 

Under section 9 of the Qualifications (Education and Training) Act 1999, the National Qualifications Authority of Ireland may from time to time review the performance by the Further Education and Training Awards Council or the Higher Education and Training Awards Council of its functions and may make such recommendations to the Council concerned in respect of that performance, as the Authority thinks fit.  Both Councils are required to implement any such recommendations made by the Authority, and the Authority is required to publish the results of a review in such form and manner as it considers appropriate.

FETAC Review

The first review of FETAC is scheduled to take place in 2007.  The Authority is currently consulting with the Council and other key stakeholders with regard to the establishment of the terms of reference and protocol for the review.  When they are formally adopted they will be published on the Authority’s website.
HETAC Review

The first review of HETAC was undertaken in 2005-6.  The terms of reference, protocol and review outcomes are published on the Authority’s website at http://www.nqai.ie/en/Review/ .
Process for consideration by the Authority of the outcomes of the review of the performance by FETAC or HETAC of its functions

· A review of the performance by FETAC or HETAC of its functions will normally consist of the following elements:
· Self-evaluation by the Council 

· Evaluation by a panel of experts 
· Consideration of the report of the panel by the Council and the development of a plan by the Council to implement the recommendations in the report 

· Consideration of the review report and the Council’s plans by the Authority
· Following submission to the Authority of the expert panel’s report, and the plans by the Council to implement the recommendations contained in the same, the Authority executive will review and analyse the documentation.  As part of this review and analysis, the Authority executive will meet with the Council executive to clarify particular issues arising from the documentation. 

· On completion of the review and analysis, the Authority executive prepares a paper for consideration by the Authority, which sets out its analysis of the documentation.  The paper will also a make recommendation in relation to the Authority’s endorsement of the expert panel’s review report and the Council’s plans to implement the recommendations therein.  It may also recommend that particular panel recommendations are given priority by the Council with regard to their implementation. 
· This Authority considers the outcomes of the review. This consideration of the review outcomes is a reserved function of the Authority and takes place during a full Authority meeting

· Following the Authority’s consideration of the review outcomes, the Chief Executive of the Authority writes to the Council to inform the Council of the Authority’s considerations and any recommendations that the Authority makes.
· The financial implications of implementing recommendations arising from a review are considered by the Authority, in consultation with FETAC or HETAC, in the context of the annual allocation of funding to the Council. 
2.
Procedures for hearing of appeals from a provider where FETAC or HETAC refuses or withdraws validation of a programme of education

Under the Qualifications (Education and Training) Act 1999, a provider of a programme of education and training may appeal to the Authority where the Further Education and Training Awards Council or the Higher Education and Training Awards Council  refuses to validate such a programme or withdraws its validation of a programme (sections 17 and 27).
The Authority may, following consultation with the Council concerned, confirm the decision of the Council, or annul the decision of the Council and substitute its decision for the decision of the Council.  The Council shall comply with a decision made by the Authority in this regard.

The Authority has established the following as a validation appeals process under sections 17 and 27 of the Qualifications (Education and Training) Act 1999:
· A provider will appeal in writing to the Authority and the provider will also inform the appropriate Council of its appeal

· the grounds for the appeal shall be one or more of the following:

· Information basis for decisions of the awards council

· Consistency of awards council’s decisions

· Conduct of meetings/hearings/visits by the awards council

· Integrity/conflict of interest

· Other deficiencies in the implementation of the policies criteria,  processes and procedures of the awards council

· Specific information must be supplied by the appellant provider detailing and explaining how the appellant provider considers that one or more of the grounds for appeal arise 

· The Authority will provide a copy of the specific information to the chief executive of the Council and seek the views of the Council on the appeal

· The Authority will put in place a committee of no fewer than four people comprising the Chairperson or a member of the Authority as its nominee (other than the chairperson of either of the Councils), the Chief Executive and such others (either members, employees or others) as may be appointed by the Authority – in exceptional circumstances if it is not possible to convene a meeting of the Authority, the Chairperson will appoint the committee.

· The Authority will ensure that there is no conflict of interest in the membership of the committee

· The committee will review the appeal and the response of the Council and may seek further information or views from the provider or the Council

· The committee will make a recommendation to the Authority

· The Authority will consider the recommendation of the committee and make a decision

· A member of the Authority will not be precluded from considering the recommendation of the committee or from making a decision on and voting on the appeal simply because that member of the Authority is or has been a member of the committee
· The provider and the relevant Council will be informed of the decision.

2. Delegation of authority to make awards: procedures for the performance of the Authority’s agreement roles within the delegation process
Background
Under section 29(1) of the Qualifications (Education and training) 1999, a recognised institution may request the Higher Education and Training Awards Council to delegate to it the authority to make higher education and training awards.  Under section 29(3) the Council is, upon receipt of such a request, required to determine and publish criteria for delegation of authority to make awards, and to review the operation and management of the recognised institution in relation to programmes of higher education and training, provided, organised or procured by that institution, and those programmes.  Under section 29 (4) the Council, in carrying out a review for the purposes of delegation, is required to implement procedures agreed from time to time with the National Qualifications Authority of Ireland, which shall include a self-evaluation by the recognised institution of the operation and management of the recognised institution in relation to programmes of higher education and training, provided, organised or procured by that institution, and those programmes.  In addition, where the Council, with the agreement of the Authority, is satisfied with the result of the self-evaluation conducted by the recognised institution, a subsequent evaluation is undertaken by such persons who have a particular knowledge and experience related to higher education and training, as the Council considers appropriate, including persons with relevant international experience.  The process also provides for the publication, in such form and manner as the Council thinks fit, of a report of the findings of the evaluations.  The final stage of the process, as set out in section 29 (5) of the act, provides for the granting of delegated authority by the Council to the recognised institution, and occurs when the Council is satisfied, in agreement with the Authority, that the criteria for delegation of authority have been met following a delegation review.

The criteria for delegation of authority to make awards, and the procedures agreed by the Council with the Authority for delegation reviews are published on the Council’s website at: http://www.hetac.ie/docs/DA%20Criteria%20and%20Procedures%202004.pdf 

The delegation process is primarily a function of the Council.  Excluding the matter of  agreeing the procedures for delegation reviews, there are two points in the delegation process in which the Authority exercises statutory functions.  These are:   
· Agreement with HETAC, following a self-evaluation by a recognised institution, that the delegation review process may proceed to the ‘subsequent evaluation’ stage (under section 29(4)(b) of the Act ) – it is of note that this agreement role is not a reserved function of the Authority and is carried out by the executive.   

· Agreement with HETAC on the outcome of the delegation review process (under section 29(5) of the Act) – this agreement role is a reserved function of the Authority.
The procedures employed by the Authority in exercising these agreement functions are set out below.
3(a)
Procedure for agreeing with HETAC, following a self-evaluation by a recognised institution, that the delegation review process may proceed to the ‘subsequent evaluation’ stage

· In accordance with the agreed criteria and procedures for the delegation of authority to make awards, a recognised institution prepares a self-evaluation report which addresses the criteria, determined by the Council and agreed with the Authority, and submits the report to the Council
  
· In accordance with the agreed criteria and procedures for the delegation of authority to make awards, the Council examines the self-evaluation and decides whether it is satisfied that the report addresses the criteria for delegation

· If the Council is satisfied that the criteria have been met, the Council notifies the Authority and provides a copy of the self-evaluation report to the Authority 
· Following notification, the Council and Authority executives meet to discuss the process by which the Council examined the self-evaluation report and satisfied itself that the criteria have been met

· During this meeting, the Council executive provides a detailed overview of the documentation and highlights where it relates to the four criteria set out in the agreed criteria and procedures for delegation of authority to make awards
  
· The Authority executive drafts an internal note of the meeting setting out the Council’s process and noting how the criteria have been addressed by the recognised institution  –  if the Authority executive is in agreement that the criteria have been met, the note should also include a recommendation  to the Chief Executive of the Authority that the review should proceed to the next stage, the ‘subsequent evaluation’ stage      
· If the Chief executive agrees with the recommendation, he/she countersigns the note and writes formally to the Chief Executive of the Council to notify the Council of the Authority’s agreement and that the review may proceed to the next stage.  

· The Authority executive informs the Authority that the review process is proceeding to the ‘subsequent evaluation stage’ at the next Authority meeting  

3(b)
Procedure for agreeing with HETAC the outcome of the delegation review process
· In accordance with the agreed criteria and procedures for the delegation of authority to make awards, the Council decides – having taken into account the self-evaluation and subsequent evaluation reports – whether it wishes to seek the agreement of the Authority to the Council being satisfied that the recognised institution meets the criteria for the delegation of authority to make awards.  In deciding to seek any such agreement, the Council will advise the Authority of the rationale for its decision.

· On receipt of correspondence from the Council seeking the agreement of the Authority to the Council being satisfied that the recognised institution meets the criteria, the Authority executive will review and analyse the Council correspondence.  As part of this review and analysis, the Authority executive may meet with the Council executive to clarify particular issues arising from the correspondence. 
· On completion of the review and analysis, the Authority executive prepares a paper for consideration by the Authority, which sets out its analysis of the Council correspondence and which contains a recommendation to the Authority regarding the Authority’s agreement to the Council being satisfied that the recognised institution meets the criteria.
· This Authority’s decision to agree to the Council being satisfied that a recognised institution meets the criteria for delegation is a reserved function of the Authority and is taken during a full meeting of the Authority.
· The Authority’s decision is also made within the context of a general policy approach as follows:

- The agreement role of the Authority clearly refers to it being in agreement with the satisfaction of the Council that the criteria have been met. This is neither a rubber stamping exercise nor does it involve the Authority undertaking its own independent evaluation.  The agreement role of the Authority relates to the Authority considering whether the process undertaken by the Council in concluding that the criteria have been met was reasonable.

- Under circumstances where there is no divergence between recommendations of the external Evaluation Group and decisions of the Council, the Council’s decisions would not normally warrant detailed examination by the Authority.

- Where there is a distinction between recommendations of the Evaluation Group appointed by the Council to undertake the subsequent evaluation, and the decisions of the Council itself, it is appropriate, if the Authority is to be in a position to give due consideration to the issues involved, that the Authority would be informed by the Council of the rationale for its decision, including in particular, why the Council concludes differently than the Evaluation Group.
· As well as the above general considerations, there are other more, particular considerations that inform the Authority’s decision-making process, specifically in relation to agreeing to the Council being satisfied that a recognised institution meets the criteria for delegation of authority to make masters and doctoral awards at Levels 9 and 10 of the National Framework of Qualifications.  Such decisions are made in the context of an understanding, agreed with the Council in June 2004, relating to the connectivity between the various policies and processes pertaining to delegation and the policies and approaches pertaining to the validation/accreditation of research programmes and activity, as follows:

- For all reviews underway, for delegation arrangements to be put in place for research programmes leading to masters or doctoral degrees, in particular fields of learning, accreditation must always have been attained by the institution prior to the Council seeking the agreement of the Authority
- For all reviews where the external evaluation is currently underway, it would be appropriate for the Council to seek the agreement of the Authority to delegation outside of research generally as a result of the existing review processes and to return within a period of up to nine months and seek the agreement of the Authority, based on the same delegation process, once accreditation in a particular field of learning has been attained within that timeframe and that delegation could potentially relate to any such field of learning. 

-  For all reviews under way, but where the external reviews are not yet under way, accreditation must be in place in at least one field of learning for programmes leading to research masters degrees in advance of the external review process commencing, where delegation of authority to make such awards is attained following research programmes being sought.
- For all applications received after the start of July 2004, it would be a requirement that accreditation be attained in advance of the application being received, where delegation of authority to make awards attained following research programmes is being sought. 

· Following an Authority meeting, at which the Authority decides to agree to the Council being satisfied that a recognised institution meets the criteria for delegation of authority to make awards, the Chief Executive of the Authority notifies the Chief Executive of the Council of the decision in writing. 
4.
Delegation of authority to make awards: procedures for hearing appeals by recognised institutions against the withdrawal by HETAC of delegated authority 
Under section 30 of the Qualifications (Education and Training) Act 1999, a recognised institution of the Higher Education and Training Awards Council may appeal to the Authority against a decision to withdraw the authority to make awards delegated under section 29.

The following are the procedures established by the Authority for such appeals:

1. The appellant institution will appeal in writing to the Authority and will inform the Council of its decision to appeal.

2. The appellant institution will set out the grounds for the appeal and the nature of the appeal as part of the above letter.

3. The grounds for the appeal shall be one or more of the following:

a. That the Council did not examine all of the specified criteria in a comprehensive manner in reviewing the recognised institution, and did not therefore take a rounded view of how the institution has operated delegation of authority in all its respects
b. That the process for the conduct of the external evaluation of the institution was not implemented as per the procedures for the delegation and review of delegation of authority to make awards, determined by the Council and agreed with the Authority
c. That the process for the conduct of the review did not conform to the expected ethical standards as outlined in the Council’s Supplementary Guidelines for the Delegation and Review of Delegation of Authority to Make Awards
4. Specific information must be supplied by the appellant institution detailing and explaining how the review process did not meet the expected standards or fulfill the agreed plan of implementation, or how it did not cover all of the required criteria.

5. The Authority will put in place a committee of at least four people comprising the Chairperson or a member of the Authority as his nominee (other than the Chairperson of the Higher Education and Training Awards Council), the Chief Executive and such others (either members, employees or others) as may be appointed by the Authority - in exceptional circumstances if it is not possible to convene a meeting of the Authority, the chairperson will appoint the committee.
6. The Authority will ensure that there is no conflict of interest in the membership of the committee.

7. The committee will consult with the recognised institution and with the Council in relation to the appeal and review the procedures implemented by the Council and any relevant documentation.

8. The committee will make a recommendation to the Authority. 

9. The Authority will consider the advice of the committee and make a decision.
10. A Member of the Authority shall not be precluded from considering the advice or recommendation of the committee or from making a decision on and voting on the appeal simply because that Member of the Authority is or has been a member of the committee.
11. The recognised institution and the relevant Council will be informed of the decision. 

These procedures were established by the Authority on 5 February 2004 and revised on 22 July 2004.

5.
Dublin Institute of Technology – External Quality Assurance 

Under section 39(1) of the Qualifications (Education and Training) Act 1999, the Dublin Institute of Technology is required to put procedures for quality assurance in place, and to agree those procedures with the Authority.  The Institute and the Authority agreed an initial set of procedures in June 2002. Revised procedures were agreed in January 2007. The currently agreed procedures are available on the Authority’s website at http://www.nqai.ie/en/PoliciesandProcedures/File,1226,en.doc .
Section 39 (3) of the act provides that the Authority shall consider the findings arising out of the application of the agreed quality assurance procedures and may make recommendations to the Institute which the Institute shall implement. There is no stipulation in the Qualifications Act with regard to the timing and frequency of the Authority’s consideration of the Institute’s quality findings. Following consultation between the Institute and the Authority, an agreed approach was developed in February 2004.  The findings from the Institute’s programme validation and review processes, as well as school and faculty reviews, are considered by the Authority on an annual basis.
Under section 39 (4) of the Qualifications Act, the Authority is required to review the effectiveness of the Institute’s quality assurance procedures ‘not more than once in every three years and not less than once in every seven years’. Section 39 (5) also provides that the Authority shall publish the results of the review of effectiveness.  
The procedures employed by the Authority in exercising these external functions are set out below.

5.(a)
Consideration of the findings arising from the application by the Institute of the agreed quality assurance procedures

· In accordance with the agreed approach, the Institute submits a composite report on the findings of the quality assurance procedures to the Authority each year.  This composite report is normally submitted in the autumn and relates to the preceding academic year.  The composite report consists of the following elements: 



- A covering letter from the Institute


- Inventory and validation status of programmes leading to major DIT awards


- Summaries (mainly, single page) of each validation/review event held in the academic year under consideration


- Reports on external reviews of Schools or Faculties held during the same academic year

· Following the Institute’s submission, the Authority executive reviews and analyses the contents of the composite report.  As part of this review and analysis, the Authority executive may meet with representatives of the Institute to discuss and clarify particular issues arising from the composite report.

· On completion of the review and analysis, the Authority executive prepares a paper for consideration by the Authority, which sets out its analysis of the composite report on the findings and which may make specific recommendations to the Authority.  The consideration of the findings arising from the application by the Institute of the quality assurance procedures agreed between the Institute and the Authority is a reserved function of the Authority and takes place during a full Authority meeting
· The Authority’s considers the findings within the context of a general policy approach which recognises that the primary responsibility for quality assurance in the Institute rests with the Institute itself.  Thus, in considering the findings of the Institute’s quality assurance procedures each year, the Authority endeavours to be supportive of the Institute’s efforts to further develop its own internal quality culture and to add value at an appropriate overarching level.
· Following the Authority’s consideration of the findings set out in the composite report, the Chief Executive of the Authority writes to the Institute to inform the Institute of the Authority’s observations and any recommendations that the Authority makes.       
5.(b)
Review of effectiveness of the Institute’s quality assurance procedures


The first review of effectiveness of the quality assurance procedures of the Dublin Institute of Technology was completed in 2006.  The Authority engaged the European University Association to undertake the review on its behalf.  The terms of reference for the review and the review outcomes are published on the Authority’s website at http://www.nqai.ie/en/Review/ . 
Process for consideration by the Authority of the outcomes of a review of effectiveness of the quality assurance procedures of the Dublin Institute of Technology

· A review of effectiveness by the Authority of the quality assurance procedures of the Dublin Institute of Technology will normally consist of the following elements:
· Self-evaluation by the Institute 

· Evaluation by a panel of experts 
· Consideration of the report of the panel by the Institute and the development of a plan by the Institute to implement the recommendations in the report 

· Consideration of the review report and the Institute’s plans by the Authority
· Following submission to the Authority of the expert panel’s report, and the plans by the Institute to implement the recommendations contained in the same, the Authority executive will review and analyse the documentation.  As part of this review and analysis, the Authority executive will meet with representatives of the Institute to clarify particular issues arising from the documentation. 

· On completion of the review and analysis, the Authority executive prepares a paper for consideration by the Authority, which sets out its analysis of the documentation.  The paper will also a make recommendation in relation to the Authority’s endorsement of the expert panel’s review report and the Institute’s plans to implement the recommendations therein.  It may also recommend that particular panel recommendations are given priority by the Institute with regard to their implementation. 

· The Authority’s considers the outcomes of the review within the context of a general policy approach which recognises that the primary responsibility for quality assurance in the Institute rests with the Institute itself.  Thus, in considering the outcomes of a review of effectiveness of the Institute’s quality assurance procedures, the Authority endeavours to be supportive of the Institute’s efforts to further develop its own internal quality culture.
· This Authority considers the outcomes of the review. This consideration of the review outcomes is a reserved function of the Authority and takes place during a full Authority meeting

· Following the Authority’s consideration of the review outcomes, the Chief Executive of the Authority writes to the Institute to inform the Institute of the Authority’s considerations and any recommendations that the Authority makes.
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