
COMMON AWARDS 

 

GUIDANCE FOR VALIDATION VISIT TEAMS 

 
Criteria and Questions 

 
This document is designed to help validation visit teams review the documentation, identify gaps in coverage, and 
highlight issues or concerns to be clarified or explored further during the validation visit. 

At the end of the validation visit, the team will produce a written report to outline its findings in relation to the criteria 
below.  The report will be an important part of the evidence-base that the University will use to decide whether to 
approve the proposed partnership and programmes.  As this decision will be made using the following criteria, it is 
important that the validation visit team can assure itself that it has sufficient information regarding all the criteria 
below.  If there are any gaps, or the information is not sufficient to make a judgement, the validation visit team will 
need to prioritise these areas during the validation visit. 

Some of the criteria may be addressed by the documentation submitted by the TEI; others may need to be 
explored further during the validation visit.  This document is intended to provide a starting-point to help validation 
visit teams identify and shape questions to pursue at the visit. 

‘Greyed out’ rows indicate areas that the team will need to report on, but will not need to be considered in detail at 
the pre-meeting. 

 

Criteria and questions for PARTNERSHIP approval 

1 the TEI can contract legally with the University 

 Legal Services will confirm whether the TEI is a single entity that can contract legally with the University. 

2 the TEI is financially stable 

 The Treasurer’s Department will confirm whether the TEI is financially stable and that the programmes will 
be resourced sufficiently and will be sustainable. 

3 the TEI’s mission and educational objectives are consistent with those of the University 

 For Durham’s strategy, see https://www.dur.ac.uk/about/strategy2020/  

4 the overall academic standing of the TEI in relation to its designated role is acceptable 

 This criterion is, in effect, an overview of several other criteria in this section. 

5 the TEI has experience of delivering comparable programmes at a similar level, or is capable of 
delivering programmes at that level 

 Does the TEI have experience of delivering comparable programmes at a similar level?   

 If it does: for how long has the TEI been delivering comparable programmes at a similar level? 

 If not: 

o Is there evidence that it would be capable of delivering programmes at the proposed level; for example:   

 Does the TEI have sufficient and appropriately-qualified staff?   

 Does the TEI have the required learning resources and facilities?   

 Does the TEI have mechanisms and structures in place for teaching, supporting, and assessing 
students at the appropriate level?   

 Is the programme already in existence at another TEI?  

 Do members of staff at the TEI have experience of delivering comparable programmes at a 
similar level?  

 Is there any other evidence that the TEI is capable of delivering the programmes at the proposed 
level? 

  

https://www.dur.ac.uk/about/strategy2020/


 

 

6 where the TEI is known to have or have had previous relationships with other UK awarding 
institutions, it has an acceptable record of partnership with other institutions 

 Does the TEI have (or has it had) a relationship with another UK awarding institution?  If so, which 
institutions?  For how long?  For which programmes?  What is the nature of the relationship(s)?   

 Is there evidence that of an acceptable record of partnership with other awarding institutions; for example, 
do the annual review or periodic review reports demonstrate that the TEI has engaged with the processes 
constructively; that any identified issues have been acted upon and resolved satisfactorily; that the 
relationship was constructive? 

 Are there any issues of concern that need to be clarified or explored further? 

7 the overall quality control and assurance procedures governing the partnership are robust 

 Does the TEI have effective strategies, policies and procedures to assure standards and enhance quality?  
Key areas for exploration include: 

o At present, how is recruitment and admissions conducted?  Does the TEI have an admissions policy?  
How does it ensure that recruitment and admissions are fair and transparent?  What mechanisms does 
it use to ensure that admissions processes are not open to fraud? 

o What mechanisms does the TEI use to assure the quality of assessment; for example, double-marking, 
anonymous marking, external examining, assessment criteria?  How effective are these mechanisms? 

o What procedures does the TEI operate to ensure the security of the assessment process (e.g. to 
reduce the likelihood of cheating; to secure assessment on distance learning programmes; to ensure 
the physical security of exam papers)? 

o How does the TEI involve students in quality management processes?  How does it elicit and respond 
to student feedback?  What mechanisms does it use (e.g. SSCCs, module evaluation questionnaires, 
focus groups)?  How effective are these?   

o What staff development mechanisms does the TEI use (e.g. new staff induction, mentoring, peer 
observation of teaching, annual staff review, training and development)?  How effective are these? 

o What mechanisms does the TEI have for monitoring programmes to assure standards and enhance 
quality (e.g. annual review, periodic review, external and internal reviews)?  How effective are these? 

o What mechanisms does the TEI currently use for curriculum development (changes to modules and 
programmes)?  How rigorous are these?  Does the TEI involve students in curriculum development 
processes? 

o Does the TEI use and review management information to assure standards and enhance quality (e.g. 
information relating to student achievement and progression)? 

8 the overall provision for academic and pastoral support and guidance is adequate 

 How effective is the academic and welfare support that the TEI provides to students?  Does the TEI use a 
tutorial system (or equivalent), or alternative mechanisms (such as open office hours)? 

 How will students be informed about the details of the programme (e.g. learning outcomes, aims, objectives, 
content, assessment criteria)?  How does the TEI currently communicate this information?   

 How will students be given full information about learning and teaching matters?  How does the TEI 
currently provide this information?  How effective is this? 

 How will students receive feedback on their work in order to support their personal development and 
progress? 

 How does the TEI currently monitor student progress?  How does it intend to do this on the proposed 
programmes? 

 Does the TEI have an effective policy and process for receiving and responding to student complaints? 

9 the overall learning support and infrastructure in relation to the ability to meet requirements for 
awards are adequate 

 Can the programmes be resourced within existing or planned resources? 

 Will the number, type and availability of library resources be of an appropriate quality for the proposed 
programmes of study?  Are the library resources (and annual budget for library resources) sufficient?  Are 
there sufficient copies of materials included in the reading lists?  Is there adequate investment in library 
resources? 

 Do students have access to suitable IT resources?  What other library and IT resources can students 
access locally? 



 

 How suitable are the teaching facilities and accommodation (e.g. learning and teaching accommodation, 
study rooms, AV equipment, library space and resources)?  How does the TEI ensure that these are 
appropriately sustained and, where possible, enhanced?  

 What are the students’ views on the availability and suitability of learning resources and facilities? 

 Have any issues been raised by the Library or CIS in relation to learning resources?  If so, how does the 
TEI propose to address these? 

10 the overall staffing (academic and support) in relation to the ability to meet requirements for 
awards are adequate 

 What categories of staff are currently employed at the TEI?   

 Are staff members appropriately qualified to teach and assess the programmes?  

 Is there sufficient capacity within each sub-discipline?   

 What procedures, policies or criteria does the TEI use to recruit and select new members of staff with 
appropriate knowledge, skills and experience? 

 How effectively does the TEI provide and promote staff development in relation to learning and teaching 
(e.g. induction, mentoring, training new staff, participation in internal and external training opportunities, 
peer observation of teaching)?  

 Is the staff-student ratio appropriate? 

 Is the level of support staff appropriate? 

 Does the TEI have appropriate policies in place regarding diversity and equality? 

11 appropriate mechanisms are in place to ensure the accuracy of all public information, publicity 
information and promotional activity relating to the partnership 

 Does the TEI currently have appropriate mechanisms for ensuring that public information, publicity 
information and promotional activity is accurate and transparent? 

 Are there any concerns arising from the documentation submitted or the meetings? 

 

Criteria and questions for PROGRAMME approval 

1 the programme is viable in terms of market and likely numbers of entrants 

 What is the anticipated number of entrants to the programmes in September 2014? 

 How does this compare to current and previous numbers of entrants? 

 Is there sufficient demand for the programme from students and employers? 

 Does the TEI have a clear and strategic approach to recruitment? 

 What are the TEI’s recruitment and admissions processes? 

2 the programme will be appropriately resourced (including: teaching staff, support staff, IT, library 
and subject-specific resources) 

 See Criterion 9 of the partnership approval criteria. 

3 the proposed programme will contribute to achieving the aims and objectives of University 
strategy 

 For Durham’s strategy, see https://www.dur.ac.uk/about/strategy2020/  

 Are there any specific aspects of the TEI’s strategy or programme proposals that link with the University’s 
strategic aims and priorities? 

4 the structure and design of the curriculum is appropriate to the aims and learning outcomes, and 
to the target student body 

 How does the structure and design of each proposed programme relate to its respective overarching 
programme specification?  Key areas for exploration include: 

o How effectively will the programme structure enable the programme aims (in the overarching 
programme specifications) to be met? 

o How has the TEI ensured that the content and design of its programmes allow students to progress 
towards achieving the programme learning outcomes (as defined in the overarching programme 
specifications)?  Has it achieved this effectively?  Are there any areas of concern (e.g. learning 
outcomes that are only addressed in a small number of modules)?  If so, how does the TEI plan to 
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address this?  (You may wish to refer to the TEI’s curriculum mapping document.) 

o Do the programme regulations comply with the syllabus set out in the overarching programme 
regulations (e.g. to ensure that students select a minimum number of credits from certain sub-
disciplines)?  Is the programme coherent? 

o Does the curriculum enable students to progress through the curriculum (e.g. in terms of subject 
knowledge, independent learning, study skills)?  How will students progressively develop their study 
skills, critical thinking, and research skills through the programme?  Has the TEI articulated this 
progression clearly in its documentation?   

o Is the module portfolio appropriate?  Do the available modules enable students to achieve all the level 
and programme learning outcomes?  Does the module portfolio provide sufficient breadth (including 
the study of all core sub-disciplines)?  Does the module portfolio ensure that students will be able to 
specialise and study certain topics or areas in greater depth? 

o Is the programme design suited to the target students?  Does the target student body have any 
specific needs (e.g. mature students returning to education after several years)?  If so, is the 
curriculum designed effectively to meet these needs? 

o Is the TEI proposing to introduce any new modules?  If so, how do the modules contribute to the 
curriculum design?  Are the module learning outcomes aligned with the programme learning 
outcomes (in the overarching programme specification)?  Are the module learning outcomes aligned 
with the University’s level descriptors?   

o Has the TEI indicated the specific content of existing modules where the overarching module outlines 
permit flexibility in content?  Has the TEI specified the indicative reading list for existing modules 
where the overarching module outlines permit flexibility? 

o If the TEI is proposing to introduce pre- or co-requisites, are these supported by a convincing 
academic rationale? 

o Has the TEI involved students in the design and development of the proposed programmes? 

5 the programme will employ methods of teaching, learning and assessment which will enable the 
learning outcomes to be achieved by the typical students and that achievement to be measured 

 Are the proposed methods of teaching and learning appropriate?  Are they within the parameters set in the 
overarching module outlines? 

 Do the proposed methods of teaching, learning and assessment enable achievement of the intended 
learning outcomes for individual modules and the programme as a whole to be assessed? 

 How does the balance of learning and teaching change over the duration of the programmes?  How does 
this enable and support student progression and skills development? 

 What support is available to students undertaking dissertations and research projects?  Is this sufficient to 
enable students to achieve the learning outcomes? 

 What evidence is there of the effectiveness of the learning and teaching provided by the TEI? 

 Are the proposed methods of summative assessment within the parameters set in the overarching module 
outlines and the assessment guidance? 

 How will the TEI ensure that the modes of summative assessment it will employ will enable students to 
achieve the learning outcomes (as defined in the overarching programme specifications)?  How does the 
TEI ensure that the modes of assessment will enable that achievement to be measured? 

 How will the TEI ensure that the modes, nature and content of its assessment remain fit for purpose?  How 
will it enhance its provision in this area? 

 How do the modes of assessment promote student learning? 

 How does the TEI intend to make use of the overarching assessment criteria?   

 Do students know what they need to do to succeed in their programme of studies?  Do students know what 
they need to do to achieve a given mark in assessed work? 

 How will formative assessment be used to facilitate student learning and development?  What methods of 
formative assessment will be used?  

 Are methods of teaching, learning and assessment inclusive? 

 Are the contact hours broadly within the parameters set in the overarching Common Awards framework?  
Are they broadly comparable with those for similar modules and programmes at Durham University?  Are 
the contact hours appropriate to the level of study and the nature of the modules?  Are contact hours for 
dissertations and research projects appropriate? 

 Does the TEI have a policy on the provision of feedback on assessed work (e.g. incorporating turnaround 
times for assessed work)?  Is this policy implemented consistently?  Are students aware of this policy?  How 



 

effective is the TEI’s approach to providing students with feedback on assessed work in order to support 
their learning? 

 Do students feel that they receive sufficient, timely and constructive feedback on their work? 

6 appropriate arrangements are in place for field trips and placements 

 Is the TEI proposing to include placements as an assessed part of the programme?  What is the nature of 
the placements?  Where are the placements?  Who are the placement providers?  Who are the placement 
supervisors (members of the TEI)?  Are placements compulsory?  Are they assessed?   

 How is the decision made as to where each student’s placement should be undertaken?  

 Are relevant health and safety policies, insurance arrangements, and DBS check processes in place? 

 How effective are the processes to brief students before their placement, support them during it, and debrief 
them when they return from placement?  Is there a learning agreement (or similar) in place? 

 What academic and welfare arrangements in place for placements?  Do students feel that they receive 
sufficient advice, information, and support to successfully complete the placements?   

 How will the placements be assessed?  Who will assess the placements (staff at the TEI / on-site placement 
supervisors)?  How will assessment be moderated and quality assured?  Is training available for people who 
are conducting the assessment (if external to the TEI)?  What arrangements are in place for resits in the 
event that a student does not pass an assessed placement in the first attempt? 

 How will reasonable adjustments for students with disabilities be addressed? 

7 the programme has appropriately addressed the University’s Principles for the Development of the 
Taught Curriculum 

 Has the TEI effectively considered the University’s Principles for the Development of the Taught Curriculum: 
in particular, the principles relating to research-teaching links and study skills development? 

 How will the learning, teaching and assessment methods encompass research-led education?  How will 
students be encouraged and supported to engage with critical theological reflection? 

 How, and how effectively, has research informed the curricula of the TEI’s educational provision? 

 How, and how effectively, does the TEI’s curricula offer students opportunities to engage in research-based 
activities? 

 How, and how effectively, does the TEI’s curricula train students for, and support them in, undertaking 
research-based activities? 

 How is this communicated to students?  Are students aware of the way that the TEI links / plans to link 
research and teaching, and do they feel this is done / will be done in an effective way that adds / will add 
value to their educational experience? 

 How does policy and practice in all areas (including the provision and use of support staff) support 
academic staff to engage at high levels in both areas of activity (research and teaching)? 

8 the programme will have appropriate arrangements for student support, including students with 
disabilities 

 How effective is the overall strategy for the academic support of students?  How effectively is learning 
supported and facilitated by the department’s mechanisms for providing academic support to students?  Are 
students aware of these mechanisms? 

 Are there effective arrangements for admissions and induction?   

 What arrangements does the TEI have for student support (e.g. personal tutors or advisers, open office 
hours, welfare and support staff)?  How effective are these?  How do distance learning students receive 
support? 

 How are student support needs identified and addressed (e.g. induction, skills audits, support services)?  
How will the needs of specific groups of students (e.g. mature students, part-time students, distance 
learning students) be addressed? 

 Where do students go when they have concerns: about academic issues; about non-academic issues? 

 How effective are the materials provided by the department to support student learning (e.g. handbooks, 
online resources)? 

 Do students know what they need to do to successfully complete their programme? 

 Does the TEI offer careers advice to students?   If so, how effective is this? 

 What reasonable adjustments (and other considerations in relation to learning and teaching) be made for 
students with disabilities?  Does the TEI have prior experience of this?  Are the TEI’s plans for addressing 
the needs of students with disabilities appropriate? 



 

9 the programme will be subject to appropriate quality management procedures, including 
mechanisms for student representation and engagement 

See also Criterion 7 for partnership approval (above). 

 Are the overall quality control and assurance procedures governing the partnership robust? 

 How is the student voice ‘heard’ at the TEI?  Does the TEI include student representatives on its 
committees and boards?  Does the TEI operate a SSCC?  How effective are these mechanisms for 
students to raise issues?  Are student concerns considered in an effective and timely way?  Does the TEI 
provide feedback to students on any considerations or actions taken as a result of student feedback?  Are 
there any examples of this?  Are students aware of these mechanisms? Do students know who their student 
representatives are?   

 Does the TEI use module / course evaluation questionnaires?  If so, how are the results considered?   Is 
action taken in response to the feedback?  Are the results of the process reported back to the student body?  
How effective is this mechanism? 

 Have students been consulted on the development of the new curriculum?  How effectively have their views 
been considered and responded to? 

 What are the TEI’s current processes for curriculum design and review, and how effective are these? 

 Has the TEI engaged in previous review processes constructively with a view to evaluating provision and 
identifying areas for improvement (e.g. the review processes of the current validating body or the Ministry 
Division)? 

 How effectively has the TEI engaged with external examiners to assure and enhance the TEI’s provision? 

 For TEIs with distance learning, what / how effective are the processes for ensuring the effectiveness and 
security of assessment for students studying at a distance from the TEI? 

 How effectively does the TEI review and consider placement learning? 

 How does the TEI identify and disseminate internal and external examples of good practice? 

10 the programme has the support of relevant external bodies and advisers 

 Has the Ministry Division approved the curriculum design (in relation to the church learning outcomes)?  Is 
the Ministry Division supportive of the proposed programmes? 

 Is the external subject specialist supportive of the proposed programmes?  Has the external subject 
specialist raised any issues or concerns for further exploration at the validation visit?   

 Have any other external bodies and advisers been involved in the curriculum design process?  Have their 
views been taken into consideration? 

 

Principles for considering APL REQUESTS 

1 Is the request within the University’s guidelines (normally up to 50%, or exceptionally up to 66% for the BA)? 

2 Is the request supported by a strong academic rationale and a clear mapping exercise to demonstrate that 
previous study is comparable (in relation to the level learning outcomes, content, progression, etc.)? 

3 Does the request confirm that there is suitable progression to the proposed new programmes (i.e. that pre-
requisites have been satisfied)? 

4 Does the request confirm that the overall programme (from the perspective of both the student and the 
University) will be coherent? 

5 Does the request confirm that there is sufficient material for Durham University to make and classify the 
award? 

 


