Quality assurance procedures of the Dublin Institute of Technology
Background

The Institute’s Academic Council is responsible under the provisions of the DIT 
Act (1992, 1994), for developing, maintaining and enhancing academic standards and quality in all academic programmes within the Institute.  A prime consideration is public confidence in the quality of the Institute’s learning and teaching and of its research and scholarship.  To help deliver the highest possible quality of educational provision within the Institute, the Council has adopted the guidelines and procedures set out in the Handbook for Academic Quality Enhancement in respect of programmes, both those leading to Institute awards, and those leading to external awards.  The Handbook was adopted by the Academic Council at its meeting in June 2006.  

It is also being submitted for agreement with the National Qualifications Authority.

The Handbook encompasses the good practices in quality assurance developed 
in the Institute since the Academic Council was founded in 1970.  The Institute’s policies, strategies and processes contained in the Handbook for Academic Quality Enhancement (2006) provide as follows: 
 Validation of new programmes

 Validation of new modules

 Validation of new continuing professional development modules and programmes

 Validation of delivery by distance/off-campus learning

 The assessment process including the appointment of external examiners

 Annual Monitoring

 School Review

 Programme Review

 Faculty Review

 Quality Assurance in postgraduate research

 Quality Assurance in programmes not leading to DIT awards

 Review of non-academic departments/units

 Partnership with External Organisations

 Student Grievance Procedure
The procedures are summarized hereunder as extracted from the Handbook.

Validation  

Growing competitiveness and other changes in the higher education environment have placed greater emphasis on quality, and transformed the context for programme origination, development and delivery.  Accordingly, programmes are validated and/or reviewed with a view to their viability and sustainability as well as their academic content, relevance and curriculum design.  The viability of quality programmes has three dimensions – the academic, the strategic and the resources.  These aspects are considered by Faculties in the process of programme development and review/ validation. 
Validation is the process whereby a new taught programme of study, initiated and designed within a School, undergoes scrutiny by internal and external peers before being approved by Academic Council.  It involves the completion of a new programme proposal form (Q1A) which is considered by the Faculty Board and approved by the Directorate before programme documentation is drafted and submitted first to the relevant Faculty Board and then to the Academic Quality Assurance Committee for circulation to a Validation Panel. A Panel comprises at least five members, three from within the Institute and at least two external members.  The external members must include a senior academic in the discipline and a senior professional or industrial practitioner in the discipline or a related discipline.  The Validation Panel visits the School and views the facilities available to the Programme, including the library. It meets with members of the Programme Team and teaching staff, and then produces a report (Q3) which normally includes a recommendation regarding the approval of the programme.  Procedures also exist mainly at Faculty level and also involving the Office of the Academic Registrar for the validation of new modules and of Continuing Professional Development Certificate, Diploma and Postgraduate Diploma programmes within the Institute.  There are separate procedures in relation to programmes leading to awards of external bodies.  

Validation of delivery by distance off/campus learning

Where a new programme of study or module is to be delivered by distance learning (this may or may not be online) this intention should be included at the developmental stage of the process.  The procedures for programme validation or review as set out in Chapters 1, 2 and 8 will apply to programmes to be delivered by distance learning.
Approval of a Programme module to be offered though distance learning mode for an Institute programme of study seeks, in particular, to assure the quality of:
· the overall student experience, including induction;

· the delivery, management and resourcing of the programme through the distance learning mode;

· the learning outcomes of the programme and its component modules/units;

· the alignment of assessment criteria with the intended learning outcomes.

External Examiners
The Academic Council appoints external examiners, normally at least two, for each programme.  These examiners approve assessment methods, assessment criteria, draft examination papers and marking schemes, as appropriate.  They consider marked examination scripts and other assessment materials, attend Module/ Progession and Awards Board meetings and ensure that the results achieved by candidates are appropriate.

The external examining system assists the Institute in the comparison and benchmarking of academic standards across awards, ensues that the assessment process is fair and fairly operated in the marking, grading and classification of student performance and provides the Institute with informed and appropriate points for the comparison of academic standards.  As many of the external examiners come from outside Ireland, the comparison is international in character.  At least one external examiner for each programme is a practitioner, thus helping to ensure the industrial/professional relevance of programmes.

Annual monitoring 

Each programme is managed and monitored by a Programme Committee, which is representative of the Programme Team and augmented by the inclusion of one student from each year of the programme.  These committees, normally chaired by the relevant Head of Department, have the following responsibilities:
 advising the Faculty Board, and as appropriate, through it, Academic Council, on matters relating to a proposed or existing programme 

 developing programme proposals 

 assisting in processing such proposals through the appropriate Validation Panel with a view to securing approval of the programme 

 following appropriate internal (and if necessary, external) approval, monitoring the implementation of the programme

 incorporating approved modifications in the Programme Document after annual monitoring; 

 carrying out the critical self-study of the programme and the preparation of revised documentation and other tasks in relation to five-yearly programme reviews; 

School Review

The School Review is a broad-ranging review, focusing on more strategic issues relating to a School and its overall role and performance.  Unlike a programme review, the primary focus of a School Review is not on individual programmes, which have already been approved.  The School Review considers the School as a whole – its general position and performance within a Faculty and the Institute, its range of activities and how these are carried out, reviewed and developed, the range and quality of its taught programmes, its research and staff development activities, its management procedures and quality enhancement systems, its links with external bodies and its external environment including the effects of demographic changes and competition.  Central to the review process is the self-study report, a critical evaluation of the School’s activities and highlights the strengths and achievements as well as any areas for improvement.  The procedures for a School Review may include a preliminary meeting of the panel one month before the review event, to consider the documentation and request further documentation, where this is considered necessary.

Programme Review 

Programme Review is the process by which an approved programme is critically evaluated, normally at five-yearly intervals, with inputs from external and internal peers.  The self-study is the initial step and during the review process, planned changes to the programme are judged, with the aim of confirming that it continues to meet the requirements of the Institute in relation to the standard of its award from the Institute.  It is a major review of a programme, providing an opportunity for the Programme Committee to conduct a critical evaluation of the programme and to make significant changes, if appropriate.  While School Review is replacing the programme review, the Academic Quality Assurance Committee may require that an individual programme review take place.  Alternatively, several programmes within a School may, at the discretion of the Academic Council, be reviewed simultaneously.  The procedures for a programme review parallel closely those for a validation, in the drafting of the programme documentation, consideration of the documents by Faculty Board and the establishment of a panel of peer reviewers.  It also involves the preparation by the School of a self-evaluation report which is considered by the reviewers.
Faculty Review
Faculty Review is the process whereby the Institute considers the effectiveness of Schools/Departments and Faculties in discharging their responsibilities, primarily in relation to managing academic quality, the balance of provision and other matters.  It enables the Institute to satisfy itself that the Institute’s policies, particularly those relating to the implementation of quality enhancement systems, are being implemented effectively at Faculty level and, by extension, at programme level.  A Faculty review entails the consideration of such matters as responsibility for quality enhancement within the Faculty, relationships with individual schools and departments, and the role of the School Boards, the Faculty Board and the Faculty Executive.  The Faculty Review entails the consideration of the way in which the Faculty addresses the Institute’s policies on admission, assessment and awards including access, transfer and progression, as well as current and proposed reporting structures.  The procedures for a Faculty Review are similar to those for a School Review.  
Quality Assurance in postgraduate research 

Just as taught academic programmes undergo rigorous procedures to ensure that standards are maintained, so the process for registering students on research degrees and their progress throughout contains a number of procedures to ensure the quality of their experience.  These are detailed within the Regulations for Postgraduate Study by Research and they relate to procedures for the admission of research students, their registration, arrangements for supervision, the ongoing monitoring of their progress and their examination and award.  Provision is also made for five-yearly reviews of faculty research and other related activity.  In preparation for these events, Faculties are required to carry out a critical self-review.

Quality Assurance in programmes not leading to DIT awards

Just as the Institute is committed to quality assurance in programmes which lead to Institute awards, the Institute is equally committed to achieving quality and implementing quality assurance in programmes which it offers on a full-time or part-time basis to students in preparation for the examinations and awards of external bodies.  The Institute recognises, however, that the responsibilities for some aspects of quality assurance on such externally validated programmes rests with the external parent bodies.  A major area of activity is the apprenticeship area – designated trades administered under FÁS and tourism and hospitality activities administered by Failte Ireland.  The procedures for obtaining approval for offering a new, externally validated programme follow broadly similar to the procedures in relation to internally validated programmes.  In this case the Faculty Board reviews the programme documentation and if considered appropriate, establishes a Validation Panel, with external representation, as described for programmes/courses leading to Institute awards.  The Panel should, in this case, have representation from the external body.

Review of non-academic departments/units
The non-academic unit review is a review of the operation of those service/administrative unit/departments within the Institute whose work impacts on academic programmes and therefore is an important aspect of the Institute’s commitment to the quality of its educational provision and the student experience.  It requires that these areas agree a mission statement and a set of service standards against which performance can be measured, and that feedback from user groups is collected and addressed. 

The purposes of non-academic unit review are to:
· enhance the quality of the service provided

· promote understanding of particular requirements of individual user groups

· highlight areas that require improvement and further resources.

Partnership with External Organisations/Institutions

The Institute is committed to working in partnership with appropriate institutions and organisations, in Ireland and abroad.  The collaborative learning arrangements in this respect are set out in the document entitled, Partnership with External Organisations: Accreditation/Validation/Franchise Procedures.  This document also contains the procedures for accreditation, validation and franchise.  In developing formal collaborative programmes which involve a DIT award, the Institute will wish to assure itself that partner institutions offer an ethos and environment for learning and teaching appropriate to higher education and to the particular proposed collaboration.  The forms of partnership and collaboration envisaged are:

(a)
the validation and franchising of programmes of study;

(b) the process of mutual recognition of programmes and joint programmes and awards.

Student Grievance Procedure

This Procedure provides an opportunity for the student to resolve his/her grievance internally without recourse to legal procedures. It should be recognised that the majority of grievances should be resolved as near to their source as possible. It is for this reason that the Student Grievance Procedure provides for a number of stages, both informal and formal in the handling of a grievance. The purpose of the Procedure is to ensure that grievances are resolved amicably and to the mutual satisfaction of both complainant and respondent. It is expected that the majority of grievances will be resolved at the informal stage of the process. 

General Principles and Conclusion

The Handbook is a working document and is reviewed and updated periodically in the light of experience in implementing the procedures and feedback received from staff, students and others, for example external examiners and external validation/ review panel members.  The Handbook is available on the Institute website to all members of staff and students, in order to foster the fullest co-operation and trust between all the partners and assist in delivering the fundamental quality enhancement actions in a consistent way throughout the Institute.  

The Handbook should be read in conjunction with other Institute documents, including the General Assessment Regulations and the Addendum to the General Assessment Regulations (the Modular Scheme Regulations), the Regulations for Postgraduate Study by Research, and Partnership with External Organisations: Accreditation/Validation/ Franchise Procedures, all of which are also reviewed and updated periodically.  The Academic Council has recently adopted regulations for the award of PhD on the basis of publications and regulations for the award of higher doctorates.  
Principles underpinning quality assurance within the Institute are as follows:
·
there is always scope for further enhancing the experience of students, who come from increasingly diverse backgrounds;

·
there is an institutional responsibility for the quality and standards of the educational provision;

·
there is learner involvement, participation and regular formal feedback in programme development and monitoring; 

·
programmes of study and quality assurance mechanisms are subject to national and international internal and external peer evaluation and review, involving consultation with learners and other stakeholders;   

·
self-evaluation identifying strengths and weaknesses is undertaken; and,  

·
results of the quality assurance process are published.
The aims of quality assurance are to affirm that the quality of educational provision and the standards of awards are being consistently maintained and to foster curriculum, subject and staff development, together with research and related activity, to underpin the delivery of the curriculum.  

The Institute is committed to the Bologna Process and to the goals and timetable in the Berlin and Bergin Communiqués.  The Institute is a member of the Irish Higher Education Quality Network.  The membership consists of the principal stakeholders – practitioners, policy makers and students – involved in quality assurance in Irish higher education and training.  The Institute’s quality assurance procedures conform to the principles outlined in the Berlin Communiqué, and to the ‘Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the European Higher Education Area’, as developed by the European Network for Quality Assurance in Higher Education (ENQA), in co-operation with the European University Association (EUA), the European Association of Institutions in Higher Education (EURASHE) and the National Unions of Students in Europe (ESIB) and as adopted by Ministers at Bergen in May 2005.  

Recently the Institute’s Academic Council has formally approved the report entitled, Verification of Compatibility of Irish National Framework of Qualifications with the Framework of Qualifications of the European Higher Education Area (November 2006).  
These procedures were agreed with the National Qualifications Authority in January 2007. 
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