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Senate 

17 February 2015 

Sponsor: Tom Ward  Author: Andy Rennie 
 

 
Higher Education Review 2016 
 
The Quality Assurance Agency (QAA) has confirmed that the University will undergo its next 
Higher Education Review (HER) in the week commencing 29th February 2016. This paper 
summarises key issues in relation to the HER process (including the timescale for that process), 
and indicates the work being undertaken in preparation for the review. 
 
Proposed Resolution/Action 
Senate is asked to note this summary of the University's forthcoming Higher Education Review. 
The review will take place 29th February - 4th March 2016, and will produce judgements on 
whether our setting and maintenance of academic standards, the quality of student learning 
opportunities, quality of information on student learning opportunities, and enhancement of student 
learning opportunities meet UK expectations. 
  
Document Status  
Open. 
 
Previous Committee Consideration 
The paper has been discussed by Education Committee and endorsed by UEC on the 3/2/15. 
 

 
The Summary 

1. Durham was provisionally scheduled for review by the QAA in 2015-16. The University has 
now received confirmation that our review will take place the week commencing 29th February 
2016.  

2. This paper provides Senate with a summary of the key points relating to the forthcoming review 
(cf. 3-5), along with a more detailed outline of the process (cf. 6-9; appendix 1) and a summary 
of the action being taken in preparation for the review (cf. 10-13). 

Higher Education Review: Purpose 

3. Higher Education Review (HER) is the current principal review method for universities, colleges 
and alternative providers, operated by the Quality Assurance Agency (QAA). HER determines 
whether a provider meets the expectations of the higher education sector for: 

a. the setting and/or maintenance of academic standards; 

b. the provision of learning opportunities; 

c. the provision of information; 

d. the enhancement of the quality of students' learning opportunities.  
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4. Durham will receive judgements in relation to the expectations above. Under HER, judgements 
are more granular than under the previous Institutional Audit methodology (which had two 
areas of judgement, in which either confidence, limited confidence or no confidence would be 
placed). The following grades of judgement are possible (c & d are unsatisfactory (i.e. failing) 
judgements): 

a. is commended; [expectations b-d only] 

b. meets UK expectations;  

c. requires improvement to meet UK expectations;  

d. does not meet UK expectations. 

Higher Education Review: Process1 

5. HER is comparable with the previous Institutional Audit in 2009. The three main differences 
are: given the risk-based nature of the HER process and the large number of institutions 
considered (as HER covers universities, private providers and FE Colleges offering HE 
provision), review team sizes and visit durations vary; there is no longer a pre-review visit 
conducted by the review team; the review team will include a student representative. 

6. A mapping of core deadlines and activities associated with the review is attached as appendix 
1; however, in summary, the main process can be outlined as follows: 

a. the QAA will confirm the membership size of the review team (2-6 members). This will be 

determined by the size and perceived risk of the institution. We should receive 

confirmation of this in May 2015 (it will be 5-6 members); 

b. the University will upload the final draft of its Self-Evaluation Document (SED) and 

supporting documentation, and the Students’ Union will upload their Student Submission 

(SS), in December 2015; 

c. having conducted an initial desk-based analysis of the SED, the SS and supporting 

documentation, the QAA review team will inform the University of any further evidence 

which they wish to consider. We should receive this request in early January, and will have 

approximately three weeks to source documents; 

d. the QAA team will confirm the duration of the review (up to 5 days), the key lines of inquiry, 

and let us know who they wish to meet with, approximately 4 weeks before the review visit 

(i.e. by 1st February 2016); 

e. the review visit – an intensive 3-5 days of meetings between the review team and various 

groups of staff and students – will then take place. 

                                                
1
 http://www.qaa.ac.uk/en/Publications/Documents/HER-handbook-14.pdf  

http://www.qaa.ac.uk/en/Publications/Documents/HER-handbook-14.pdf
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7. Two weeks after the review, we will receive a letter setting out the provisional key findings and 
judgements.  We will receive the full report, in draft form, after six weeks. We will be given 
three weeks to respond to correct any factual errors or errors of interpretation in the report.  

8. Assuming all judgements within the report are positive (meets expectations or is commended), 
the final report will be published three weeks later (i.e. twelve weeks after the visit), and we will 
have one academic term to produce an action plan responding to the recommendations and 
affirmations, and giving any plans to capitalise on the identified good practice. 

9. If one or more judgements within the report are negative (requires improvement or does not 
meet expectations), we will be given a second draft of the report to consider, and will have four 
weeks to appeal the verdict. If an appeal was unsuccessful, we would have one term to 
produce a more detailed report. We would need to take action to ensure that we were able to 
demonstrate that we were meeting expectations, or would be subject to HEFCE quality 
procedures. 

Durham Preparation for HER 2016 

10. The University began initial preparations for its Higher Education Review in the summer of 
2014, forming a core Steering Group to consider preparations, comprising the PVC (Education) 
as Chair, the Deputy to the PVC (Education), the Academic Registrar, Deputy Academic 
Registrar, and Head of the Academic Support Office. The group will meet throughout the 
preparatory period, and is also consulting with the University’s two active QAA reviewers.  

11. The group has confirmed that the University’s HER facilitator will be Andy Rennie, as Head of 
the Academic Support Office and, in consultation with the Students’ Union, that the student 
representative will be the Academic Affairs Officer (Ms. Leigh Spanner in 2014-15). The 
student representative will be responsible for developing the written Student Submission. 

12. The group has begun the initial drafting of the SED. It is expected that a first draft will be 
completed in Epiphany 2015. This will be refined, and will then be available for further 
consultation, with members of Education Committee in the first instance, and then more widely 
within the University during the 2014-15 academic year. This will ensure that a draft is available 
well in advance of the QAA’s deadline for submission. Supporting evidence will be collated as 
the report is drafted. 

13. The group will develop a schedule for preparatory exercises, including a mock audit event 
facilitated by experienced external staff, to be conducted in Michaelmas 2015. 

Proposed Resolution/Action/Next Steps 

Senate is asked to note this summary of the University's forthcoming Higher Education Review. 
The review will take place 29th February - 4th March 2016, and will produce judgements on 
whether our setting and maintenance of academic standards, the quality of student learning 
opportunities, quality of information on student learning opportunities, and enhancement of 
student learning opportunities meet UK expectations. 
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Appendix 1 
TIMELINE: 

Countdown to 
Visit  

Date of Activity  QAA Activity / Durham Deadlines 

~56 weeks February 2015  Date of visit confirmed: week commencing February 29th 2016 

~40  weeks May 2015  

We will receive confirmation of size & membership of review team, and name of QAA officer coordinating the 
review. 

We must confirm the facilitator (Andy Rennie, Head of the Academic Support Office) and lead student 
representative (Academic Affairs Officer, Durham Students’ Union). 

~26 weeks September 2015  QAA will provide briefing event for facilitator and lead student representative  

~16 weeks November 2015 QAA officer visits Durham 

~12 weeks December 2015  

This is the deadline by which we must upload the self-evaluation and supporting evidence to QAA's electronic 
folder and by which the lead student representative must upload the student submission. 

This is the point at which the review team will begin their desk-based analysis. 

~9 weeks Early January 2016 QAA officer will inform Durham of any requests for additional documentary evidence. 

~6 weeks Late January 2016 Durham uploads additional evidence (if required). 

~4 weeks Early February 2016 

The Review Team holds first team meeting to discuss desk-based analysis and agree the duration of, and 
programme for, the review visit. The QAA officer will subsequently inform us of: 

 the duration of the review visit  

 the team's main lines of enquiry  

 who the team wishes to meet  

 any further requests for documentary evidence  

0 weeks 
February/March 
2016 

The review visit itself takes place. 

 


