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OFFICE FOR STUDENTS

UK PUTS FOCUS ON OUTCOMES AND TRANSPARENCY
This year, the UK Government has put in place a new entity called the
Office for Students. This replaces the Higher Education Funding Council
and some parts of the work of other previous government agencies, as well
as taking on new powers. All higher education providers, whether public or
private, seeking continued or new formal recognition in the UK, must apply
to register with the Office for Students.
The Office for Students was established after a period of consultation
within the UK, but also after extensive research into the latest thinking on
student-centred education around the world, notably but not exclusively, in
North America and Western Europe. The OfS puts outcomes and
transparency at the heart of its evaluations. Thus it provides a good
summary template of areas that are likely to figure in the national
educational approval, ranking, and review systems of most countries over
the years to come. Of key importance in the consultancy stage were the
views of national and multinational employers frustrated by graduates’ lack
of readiness for employment; to them many graduates lack the transferable
skills necessary in the fast-moving global economy.
Despite what will undoubtedly be initial resistance, it is inevitable that the
priorities in such frameworks will sooner or later also impact upon the
commercial ranking systems, such as World University Rankings and their
methodologies.

TOUR OF OFS CONDITIONS OF REGISTRATION
ALONGSIDE ASIC STANDARDS OF ACCREDIATION

I think it is instructive to take a tour of the conditions of registration within
the UK OfS framework, as a leading current example, in order to see how
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the ASIC accreditation process has placed providers in a strong position to
meet these and similar evolving QA requirements. It becomes apparent
how useful it will be for institutions to retain and revisit/update the work they
undertake for us, and the documentation and data they produce for our
inspection process, as preparation for any future national or other review
which highlights the new QA priorities.

FIRST GROUP OF CONDITIONS

ARRANGEMENTS FOR ACCESS AND WIDER PARTICIPATION
The first group of conditions apply to Arrangements for Access and
Wider Participation. Here the Office for Students has been flexing its
muscles in the UK and caused quite a stir when Oxford University was only
granted conditional registration on the grounds that the university’s plans
for its widening participation strategy did not seem sufficiently resourced.
This is almost by definition an area where ASIC institutions around the
world score well. The great majority attach great importance to affordability,
to flexibility of delivery (including blended learning where appropriate), to
second-chance education, to assessing motivation and aptitude as well as
traditional entry qualifications, and to recognising the needs of students
from different backgrounds.
Primarily this is an area which needs to be highlighted in the introductory
Section 1.1 of an ASIC Stage 3 report, although it is necessarily touched
upon also in:
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B.6 (Where the relevance of different types of assessment to a diverse
student population will be considered.)
C.1 and C.2 (Where particular care needs to be taken with information to
students about entry requirements, the curriculum contents and structure,
and assessment methods.)
C.4 (Where the quality of teaching/instruction is partly considered in
relation to the needs of different types of students.)
E.1 and E.2 (Where, for example, the needs of students who have been
out of formal education for a long time need to be addressed.)
E.5 (Which deals specifically with accommodating special learning,
physical, or medical needs students may have.)
G.5 (Dealing with admissions requirements and identifying an Equal
Opportunities Policy in relation to student selection.)
H.2 (Ensuring that student files contain appropriate information relating to
E.5.)
H.6 (Checking that students’ progress is carefully monitored and discussed
with them.)
Incidentally, as many of you will know, these are the same kind of access
issues debated in the USA when value for money relating to financial
support for veterans’ education is being considered.
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SECOND GROUP OF CONDITIONS
QUALITY AND STANDARDS

The second group of the new UK conditions covers the wide-ranging area
of Quality and Standards.
The topics covered include:
Programme Design
The Value of Qualifications
Academic Standards
Successful Outcomes
Student Support
Excellence of Teaching
The first three of these may be under the direct control of an institution
which designs its own programmes (and often issues its own awards, e.g.
a university with recognised degree-awarding powers), but they may also
be directly controlled by an institution’s awarding body partner such as a
validating university or a chartered body. In the latter case, providers
should have a rationale for choosing that partner which includes an
evaluation of these items.
Most of this whole area is one which ASIC’s sometimes underestimated
Area of Operation D significantly underpins. Here again, ASIC anticipated
the new demands of the Federal Authorities in the USA and of the UK
Government, among many others, for verifiable statistical information on
the quality of educational provision. Our requirement (in D.2) that
institutions maintain and analyse examination/assessment results, and
undertake analysis of student performance by course and cohort, is not an
optional luxury, but the bedrock of enhancing institutional performance and
being able to demonstrate this to outside bodies.
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ASIC specifically requires that institutions
not only have written procedures for
improving and enhancing the quality of
teaching and learning but also that they
keep relevant records of monitoring
student progress from entry to exit.
The authorities in the USA and the UK are basing judgements on set
metrics and data-driven processes. The Student Support category, for
example, is not, as you might have expected, primarily evaluated through a
review of welfare provision or study skills support, but rather by
comparisons made between student selection and course advice at the
admission stage and their eventual academic achievement. Similarly
teaching excellence awards in the UK are substantially derived from
statistical surveys of student feedback, continuation and outcome data, and
entry into employment records.
Our section D.4 specifically requires that institutions not only have written
procedures for improving and enhancing the quality of their teaching and
learning but also that they keep relevant records of monitoring student
progress from entry to exit.
Where Programme Design is the direct responsibility of an institution, the
essential criteria are that the courses should feed logically into appropriate
learning outcomes and that the methods of assessment demonstrate that
these outcomes have been achieved.
These criteria have always been addressed by ASIC through its
requirement in D.1 that institutions carry out a formal academic review of
which records are kept (usually annually), and corroborated through
student feedback in D.3.
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The Academic Standards of internally devised programmes are checked
through the processes covered in D.5, including approval documentation
and external validation where appropriate. Whether internal or external, the
standards of programmes should be seen in the context of recognised
benchmarks for particular subject areas such as those used by MQA in
Malaysia or integral to the national Framework for Higher Education
Qualifications in the UK. Being different or innovative – characteristics of
many ASIC institutions – should not mean having lower standards than the
relevant benchmark.
The Value of Qualifications is approached in various ways in the OfS-type
criteria. These include whether they can be trusted (correct level setting
and integrity of assessment); whether they are respected in the academic
arena and by employers; and whether over time, because of the continual
enhancement of the curriculum, they retain their relevance. The security of
assessment is the key question covered in B.6 and in F.4 (treating
safeguards against academic misconduct).
Both security of assessment (including absence of bias) and correctness of
level are also addressed by ASIC through our recommendations, building
on D.5 to use external examiners even in countries where this may not be
normal practice. Certainly, if we look at the new QA priorities in the context
of internationalisation, it would be a condition of many potential partners
that external examining occurs.
The evaluation of Student Support, Successful Outcomes, and Teaching
Excellence will draw upon the statistical information ASIC requires in D.2
and the relationship to enhancement stemming from the analysis of student
feedback in D.3. Information regarding Student Support in the broadest
sense is gathered in Area of Operation E.
Looking at the importance now attached to Teaching Excellence in the new
UK criteria, it remains a source of astonishment to colleagues at ASIC that
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some inspection bodies do not observe actual teaching taking place when
they form their judgements. We all know the well-rehearsed arguments
about observations conducted during inspections creating an artificial
situation.
This is becoming an increasingly anachronistic stance given the frequent
availability of filmed recordings of actual classes for revision purposes or
for students following programmes off-campus. These provide a viable
alternative to inspectors who object to being present in the classroom. We
attach great importance to real-life observation where possible through C.4.
Those of you who have been through our inspections will also know that
B.8 focuses on arrangements for the enhancement of teaching through
observation by peers and senior academics. The CPD for teaching staff
which is covered in B.7 is expected to cover updating of pedagogy not just
subject expertise. As far as possible, we also expect teachers, even at
university level, to have a teaching qualification (C.3).
We believe that there is still some distance to be covered by many of the
new processes being put in place around the world for assessing teaching
quality; it is arguable that more space could still be found for ASIC-type
realism.

