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Introduction

This response to the call for evidence has been written drawing on evidence from QAA’s
extensive engagement with our members across the four nations of the UK and with over
25 quality bodies and regulators overseas.






for key activities. These would typically include subgroups with responsibility for teaching
and learning provision. The first task of teaching and learning subgroups would typically
involve consideration of such issues as to whether to adopt a ‘no detriment’ policy, and the
replacement of invigilated, closed book in-person examinations by, for example, ‘take home’
or ‘takeaway’ examination or open book examinations conducted over a 24-hour period.

Approaches to no detriment policies were the subject of QAA’s document on No Detriment
Polices: An Overview. It did not make recommendations, and was not promoted as
guidance, but posed a series of reflective questions to help providers decide on the
appropriate policy for their institution. For example, arguments in favour of a policy might be
that it would allow students to be free to focus on their learning and realising their academic
ambitions rather than worrying about risks to their academic outcomes due to matters that
are beyond their control. Conversely, providers might feel that a no detriment policy would
risk the creation of a visibly explicit ‘COVID’ generation whose degree classifications might
not be considered reliable.







across the UK (and some in Ireland) and their expectations of providers can vary quite
widely. QAA continues to engage with them to facilitate dialogue.

Digital poverty

The Review document sets out a series of indicators to define digital poverty, including the
need for appropriate hardware and software, internet access and study space. In our
discussions with providers, the impact of a deficit in one or more of these areas could clearly
impact upon a student’s ability to effectively engage. Our guidance document Securing
Academic Standards and Supporting Student Achievement, referred to above, identifies a
number of scenarios where digital poverty had a detrimental impact not just for themselves
but also for others. For example, students working on group projects who experience poor
Wi-Fi access could see the impact not only on their own ability to engage, but also their
collaborators. Some institutions advised us that teaching staff who live in rural areas found
access to reliable broadband a real challenge in developing and delivering content.

Digital poverty could have a particular impact for providers with transnational education
provision, or who work with partners in countries outside the UK. Some of our international
partners have told us that reliability of electricity supply impacts on students on UK
programmes. The guidance recommends that these providers consider and communicate
with in-country governments, regulators and accreditation bodies, as COVID-19 mitigation
procedures might differ.

We received examples of digital poverty particularly from providers who are situated in areas
with multiple indicators of deprivation and whose recruitment is substantially drawn from their
local area. In these cases, the issues revolved around students not having sufficient or
appropriate space to study, or having additional caring responsibilities because of shielding
or unwell family members, or students simply unable to fund access to hardware and
broadband for themselves. In these cases, solutions ranged from providing loan equipment,
to making emergency hardship funding available, to granting mitigations to students for
particular pieces of work. All providers we spoke to were making efforts to support students
to find solutions, in prefe



Looking ahead

In our conversations with providers and sector leaders it was clear the consensus was that
all future higher education programmes will incorporate a substantial component of digital
learning, with the blend of digital and other provision being determined by the requirements
of the discipline and the student cohort served. Some sector leaders did express a note of
caution about excessive future reliance on digital provision with one saying there is ‘no
evidence anywhere of the success of 100% online learning programmes for 18-year olds’.
Many disciplines, such as performing arts and laboratory subjects, will continue to require
the physical presence of students, even allowing for the introduction of techniques of virtual
reality.

Much provider resource and strategic operation in the early weeks of the 2020-21 academic
year ha



MOOC. Another provider is developing online monitoring systems capable of taking over
from in-person attendance monitoring, with a view to minimising disengagement among new
and returning students and embedding a new approach to community and social frameworks
into its programmes. This view also featured in QAA’s survey of small, specialist providers
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