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About this review 

This is a report of a Higher Education Review (Alternative Providers) conducted by the 
Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education (QAA) at Belfast Bible College. The review 
took place from 3 to 5 October 2016 and was conducted by a team of three reviewers,  
as follows: 

http://www.qaa.ac.uk/assuring-standards-and-quality/the-quality-code
http://www.qaa.ac.uk/assuring-standards-and-quality/the-quality-code
http://www.qaa.ac.uk/about-us/glossary?Category=H#92
http://www.qaa.ac.uk/about-us/glossary?Category=H#92
http://www.qaa.ac.uk/aboutus/pages/default.aspx
http://www.qaa.ac.uk/reviews-and-reports/how-we-review-higher-education/higher-education-review
http://www.qaa.ac.uk/quality-code
http://www.qaa.ac.uk/about-us
http://www.qaa.ac.uk/en/ReviewsAndReports/Pages/Educational-Oversight-.aspx
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Financial sustainability, management and governance 

Belfast Bible College Ltd satisfactorily completed the financial sustainability, management 
and governance check. 
 
Further explanation of the key findings can be found in the handbook available on the QAA 
webpage explaining Higher Education Review (Alternative Providers). 

  

http://www.qaa.ac.uk/en/ReviewsAndReports/Pages/Educational-Oversight-.aspx
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About Belfast Bible College 

The mission of Belfast Bible College Ltd (the College) is to enable students of diverse 
backgrounds to experience life-changing, excellent quality theological education and 
practical training within the context of a dynamic Christian Community. Its aim is to resource 
the Church for the mission of God through theological education drawing from five core 
values which both define and give focus and direction to all that the College does as it seeks 
to fulfil its mission and vision.  

The College, as the only non-denominational theological college in Northern Ireland,  
was founded in 1942 with the purpose of training men and women for Christian service.  
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1 Judgement: The maintenance of the academic 
standards of awards offered on behalf of degree-awarding 
bodies and/or other awarding organisations 

Expectation (A1): In order to secure threshold academic standards, degree-
awarding bodies:  

a) ensure that the requirements of The Framework for Higher Education 
Qualifications in England, Wales and Northern Ireland (FHEQ) are met by: 

 positioning their qualifications at the appropriate level of the relevant 
framework for higher education qualifications  

 ensuring that programme learning outcomes align with the relevant 
qualification descriptor in the relevant framework for higher education 
qualifications  

 naming qualifications in accordance with the titling conventions 
specified in the frameworks for higher education qualifications  

 awarding qualifications to mark the achievement of positively defined 
programme learning outcomes  
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1.4 The arrangements in place to secure threshold academic standards would enable 
the Expectation to be met. 

1.5 The review team tested this Expectation through a consideration of a range of 
documents including partnership memoranda as well as through meetings with relevant staff 
including awarding body representatives.  

1.6 For UoC, the College produces programme specifications and other programme 
documentation following UoC templates to ensure consistency and these are considered 
during programme validation. When designing programmes staff consult the FHEQ,  
the Subject Benchmark Statement for Theology and the Dublin Descriptors. 

1.7 For QUB programmes, the awarding body is responsible through their validation 
processes for setting threshold academic standards through clear and transparent learning 
outcomes as well as for ensuring that each qualification is set at the appropriate level of the 
FHEQ.  

1.8 The awarding bodies retain ultimate responsibility for securing threshold academic 
standards. On the basis of the evidence which indicates adherence to the agreed processes, 
the team concludes that the Expectation is met and the associated level of risk is low. 

Expectation: Met 
Level of risk: Low 
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Expectation (A2.1): In order to secure their academic standards,  
degree-awarding bodies establish transparent and comprehensive academic 
frameworks and regulations to govern how they award academic credit and 
qualifications. 

Quality Code, Chapter A2: Degree-Awarding Bodies' Reference Points for 
Academic Standards 

Findings 

1.9 The College is required to adhere to the academic governance arrangements of 
its awarding bodies which govern the award of academic credit and qualifications for the 
College's higher education programmes.  

1.10 The design of the awarding bodies' governance frameworks would allow the 
Expectation to be met.  

1.11 The team tested this Expectation through meetings with staff, including staff from 
awarding bodies, and consideration of a range of documents including committee terms of 
reference and minutes of meetings.  

1.12 For UoC programmes, assessment and award boards are held either at the 
College or UoC and are conducted in accordance with University requirements with 
attendance of staff from both bodies as well as external examiners. 

1.13 For QUB programmes, assessment and award boards are held in the Institute of 
Theology in accordance with University procedures, and are attended by teaching staff from 
constituent colleges, University staff and external examiners.  

1.14 The review team found that although documentation relating to programme, 
partnership and academic review are appropriately rigorous and in line with awarding body 
expectations, formal plans for monitoring the development, consideration and approval of 
documentation submitted to UoC lay outside the committee structure. This contributes to the 
recommendation made under Chapter B8: Programme Monitoring and Review that the 
College formalise procedures through the committee structure to ensure more effective 
oversight of key quality assurance processes.  

1.15 The review team concludes that notwithstanding the recommendation noted 
above there are robust processes in place governing the award of academic credit and 
qualifications and that the Expectation is met and the associated level of risk is low. 

Expectation: Met 
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Expectation (A2.2): Degree-awarding bodies maintain a definitive record of 
each programme and qualification that they approve (and of subsequent 
changes to it) which constitutes the reference point for delivery and 
assessment of the programme, its monitoring and review, and for the 
provision of records of study to students and alumni.  

Quality Code, Chapter A2: Degree-Awarding Bodies' Reference Points for 
Academic Standards 

Findings  

1.16 For UoC programmes, the development of the definitive programme information is 
shared with the College. However, the definitive records for programmes that are accredited 
by UoC are held within the awarding body. Any changes to the programme made by the 
College are internally approved by the Director of Education in accordance with its own 
processes.  

1.17 QUB is responsible for the development of definitive programme information in 
respect to programmes delivered on their behalf by the College.  

1.18 The College has in place processes and procedures to allow this Expectation to 
be met. 

1.19 To test the Expectation the review team examined all appropriate evidence, 
including programme specifications and module descriptors. The review team held meetings 
with awarding body representatives, senior, academic and support staff and students.  

1.20 The review team found that all programme specifications, module descriptors and 
other relevant documentation were up to date and fit for purpose. The information contained 
within the programme specifications relate to the following: the criteria for admissions; 
programme features; aims and level descriptors; assessment strategies and references to 
the FHEQ and the QAA. Further to this there is also a detailed programme delivery structure. 
Within the College's postgraduate provision, the Postgraduate Handbook provided to the 
students contains a summary of all appropriate information. The programme specification for 
the postgraduate provision also contains information relating to the criteria for admissions, 
Subject Benchmark Statements, assessment strategies and reference to QAA and the 
FHEQ.  

1.21 The review team found that 
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1.30 The review team concludes that there are robust processes for approving 
provision to ensure standards are set at an appropriate level. The Expectation is met and the 
associated level of risk is low. 

Expectation: Met 
Level of risk: Low 
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1.48 The 2013-14 AER also shows effective use of a process where module failure 
rates were higher than expected and with follow-up actions identified and monitored.  
The AER process requires an appropriate engagement with data analysis to identify trends 
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Expectation (A3.4): In order to be transparent and publicly accountable, 
degree-awarding bodies use external and independent expertise at key stages 
of setting and maintaining academic standards to advise on whether: 

 UK threshold academic standards are set, delivered and achieved  

 the academic standards of the degree-awarding body are appropriately 
set and maintained.  

 
Quality Code, Chapter A3: Securing Academic Standards and an Outcomes-
Based Approach to Academic Awards 

Findings 

1.53 The College is responsible for maintaining the academic standards of the 
provision it delivers to the standards set by the awarding bodies and through the application 
of academic frameworks and regulations.  

1.54 The College relies mostly upon the expertise of the external examiners appointed 
by the awarding bodies to provide externality and for confirmation that the academic 
standards of the degree-awarding body are appropriately maintained.  

1.55 These arrangements would allow the Expectation to be met. 

1.56 The review team tested this Expectation through meetings with relevant staff 
including awarding body representatives and students and also through consideration of a 
range of documentation including external examiner reports.  

1.57 For the revalidation of the UoC undergraduate programme, the College sought 
external expertise through its External Advisory Group which drew from the fields of 
education, ministry, mission, industry and commerce.  

1.58 The review team noted that recommendations within external examiner reports 
are formally processed and given serious consideration, particularly through UoC's Annual 
Evaluation Report which is considered by the University's Programme Committee and then 
by the EDC.  

1.59 For QUB programmes, external examiner reports are considered by the 
Management Committee of the Institute of Theology and sent to the College. The College 
considers the report at Subject Boards and Education Committee.  

1.60 The review team found that the College makes effective use of external 
examiners' reports; there is clear evidence that issues identified in reports have been 
addressed and external expertise is sought as appropriate. The Expectation is met and the 
associated level of risk is low.  

Expectation: Met 
Level of risk: Low  
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The maintenance of the academic standards of awards 
offered on behalf of degree-awarding bodies and/or other 
awarding organisations: Summary of findings 

1.61 In reaching its positive judgement the review team matched its findings against the 
criteria specified in Annex 2 of the published handbook and took into consideration that the 
College's degree-
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2 Judgement: The quality of student learning 
opportunities 

Expectation (B1): Higher education providers, in discharging their 
responsibilities for setting and maintaining academic standards and assuring 
and enhancing the quality of learning opportunities, operate effective 
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validation documentation. Three conditions, two administrative conditions and seven 
enhancements were set by the panel and these were then considered and responded to by 
the College team prior to the launch of the revalidated programme. The final revised 
documentation was submitted in April 2015 and a formal Certificate of Approval to validate 
the proposal was signed by UoC.  

2.9 A similar process, including consultation with relevant stakeholders, is being 



Higher Education Review (Alternative Providers) of Belfast Bible College Ltd 

21 

Expectation (B2): Recruitment, selection and admission policies and 
procedures adhere to the principles of fair admission. They are transparent, 
reliable, valid, inclusive and underpinned by appropriate organisational 
structures and processes. They support higher education providers in the 
selection of students who are able to complete their programme. 

Quality Code, Chapter B2: Recruitment, Selection and Admission to Higher 
Education 
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2.31 Full-time staff are granted a sabbatical after nine semesters' employment to 
refresh their specialism, which helps to keep their teaching and research currency. On their 
return from sabbatical staff normally give a public lecture. Staff are also granted one day a 
week as a study day for research and teaching preparation. All teaching staff undergo 
periodic review of lecturing by the Director of Education. Programme Leaders review  
part-time staff teaching in a similar way.  

2.32 Student feedback is gathered, collated and scored. Module feedback from 
students is consistently good. This helps to inform internal training provision for lecturers, 
both full and part-time.  

2.33 Where staff attend seminars or conferences, for example at the Centre for 
Educational Development at QUB, they are invited to share good practice with the rest of the 
full and part-time teaching staff at the Best Practice meetings chaired by the Director of 
Education. This gives space for full and part-time lecturers to meet and share new ideas for 
teaching in the next semester.  

2.34 The review team considers the College's proactive engagement with a wide range 
of staff development activities that ensures the ongoing enhancement of the quality of 
learning and teaching to be good practice. 

2.35 A programme handbook is issued to students on programmes leading to a UoC 
award. While the College handbook covers other areas of campus life the programme 
handbook has been developed and enhanced in light of experience since the inception of 
the UoC degree and provides information to students about programme(s), teaching, 
learning and assessment, as well as student support and guidance. It sets out how students 
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provided to students through module guides and the VLE, and discussed with them so that 
there is clarity on what is expected and how it will be marked, including discussion about the 
use of grade descriptors. The College follows the awarding bodies' approach to marking 
which includes processes for second marking and the management of irreconcilable 
differences between markers, as well as sampling by the UoC Programme Leader and 
scrutiny by external examiners. This process also supports the identification of possible 
malpractice.  

2.72 For QUB provision the marking process is followed as detailed in the staff 
handbook provided to Associate Tutors. This includes the use of level descriptors,  
the processes for the moderation of marks, and the process to be followed with regard to 
academic malpractice.  

2.73 The College uses the feedback process to support the learning process. Initial 
general feedback on an assignment is given during a scheduled teaching session to support 
student engagement with their next assignment, as part of the College's approach to 
assessment for learning, followed by detailed written feedback provided by the awarding 
bodies' agreed deadline. Students are also able to access further feedback in person on 
request. External examiner reports have highlighted the College's approach to both 
assessment and feedback practices. The College has recently introduced peer review as 
part of the formative assessment process, an approach which has been commended by the 
external examiner.  

2.74 Students confirmed that assessment was supported with clear understanding of 
what was needed to engage effectively with the assignment task, what the criteria were and 
when and how feedback would be returned. Written feedback was deemed to be helpful and 
provided within the published timescales and verbal feedback was also available on 
demand. Some students had experienced peer review of assessments and found that was 
helpful. Students felt appropriately challenged and valued the range of assessment tasks 
used to measure their learning. 

2.75 Plagiarism is discussed through the Study Skills sessions as well as being 
detailed in programme handbooks and students confirmed their awareness. Awarding body 
regulations for malpractice are followed. Incidences of malpractice are relatively few and the 
College maintains a record of malpractice cases which ensures consistency of approach in 
line with the awarding bodies' procedures.  

2.76 Recognition of prior learning is managed through, and decisions made by,  
the awarding bodies.  

2.77 Module Assessment Boards at UoC are managed effectively with external 
examiners providing detailed comments on each module. Module and programme 
performance is monitored through these Boards as well as through the annual monitoring 
and periodic review processes. Statistics available to the review team for 2015-16 indicate 
that progression and achievement remain high. QUB's Institute of Theology Subject 
Examination Board is managed direct by QUB.  

2.78 The review team considers, on the basis of evidence seen and through meetings 
with staff, awarding body representatives and students that the College takes a rigorous and 
robust approach to assessment. Programme approval is used to establish a holistic 
assessment strategy that enables students to demonstrate their achievement of learning 
outcomes within a supportive framework that reflects assessment for learning practice.  
The review team concludes that the Expectation is met and the associated leve 358.87 1a3.384 rt-4(s)k  
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2.89 While external examiner reports are made available on the VLE, not all students 
are aware of where and how to access the reports. The College also includes the name, 
position and institution of external examiners in module and programme information.  

2.90 On the basis of enquiries, documentation and discussion, the review team found 
that within its delegated responsibilities the College makes scrupulous use of external 
examiners. Therefore, the review team concludes that the Expectation is met and the 
associated level of risk is low. 

Expectation: Met 
Level of risk: Low  
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2.100 The periodic review process, which is supported by the UoC University 
Programme Leader, is rigorous and detailed providing opportunities for critical reflection 
informing both the revalidation of provision and approaches to learning, teaching and 
assessment. This provides full analysis, over a period of four years, of student data.  
The review undertaken in 2014-
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Expectation (B10): Degree-awarding bodies take ultimate responsibility for 
academic standards and the quality of learning opportunities, irrespective of 
where these are delivered or who provides them. Arrangements for delivering 
learning opportunities with organisations other than the degree-awarding body 
are implemented securely and managed effectively. 

Quality Code, Chapter B10: Managing Higher Education Provision with Others 

Findings 

2.115 The College's main partnerships with regard to delivering learning opportunities 
are with employers who provide work placements for students. The College aims to support 
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The quality of student learning opportunities:  
Summary of findings 

2.133 In determining its judgement on the quality of student learning opportunities at the 
College, the review team considered the findings against the criteria as outlined in Annex 2 
of the published handbook. All Expectations in this area are met with low risk, with the 
exception of Expectation B10. The review team considers that Expectation B10 is met but 
that there is a moderate risk to student learning opportunities.  

2.134 The review team identified a number of areas of good practice in the approach 
taken by the College to managing the quality of student learning opportunities. These were 
the extensive engagement with relevant internal and external stakeholders in relation to the 
approval of programmes that improves the quality of student learning opportunities; the 
proactive engagement with a wide range of staff development activities that ensures the 
ongoing enhancement of the quality of learning and teaching; the holistic approach to 
support within a community environment that enables students to develop their academic, 
personal and professional potential; and the proactive approach taken in seeking and 
responding to student feedback that enhances the student educational experience. 

2.135 There are three recommendations in this judgement area: that the College 
formalise procedures through the committee structure to ensure more effective oversight of 







Higher Education Review (Alternative Providers) of Belfast Bible College Ltd 

43 

The quality of the information about learning 
opportunities: Summary of findings 

3.15 In determining its judgement on the quality of the information about learning 
opportunities at the College, the review team considered the findings against the criteria as 
outlined in Annex 2 of the published handbook. The review team considers that the 
Expectation in this area is met and that the risk to student learning opportunities is low.  

3.16 The College produces a variety of information in different forms and for different 
audiences which are generally sound and trustworthy. The College makes good use of its 
updated website and recently developed VLE to convey information about its taught 
programmes, although it relies more on Queen's University Belfast materials in the case of 
postgraduate research programmes.  

3.17 Overall, the review team concludes that the quality of the information about 
learning opportunities provided by the College about its provision meets UK expectations.  
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4 Judgement: The enhancement of student learning 
opportunities 

Expectation (Enhancement): Deliberate steps are being taken at provider level 
to improve the quality of students' learning opportunities. 

Findings 

4.1 The College's strategic approach to enhancement is articulated within the 
Strategic Plan for 2015-18 which clearly states the College's aim to enhance the quality and 
range of learning opportunities. Enhancement activity is also extended to the staff 
experience. The Strategic Plan notes the use of internal review systems to determine 
subsequent enhancements.  

4.2 The College states that there is a strategic focus on planned actions that are 
embedded systematically in clear processes of quality assurance in order to improve the 
quality of student learning opportunities. This supports the ethos within the College that 
expects and encourages enhancement of student learning across all areas of higher 
education provision.  

4.3 The College uses annual review processes as well as student feedback (both 
formal and informal) to identify opportunities for enhancement. 

4.4 The processes at the College would allow the Expectation to be met.  

4.5 The review team tested the Expectation through discussions with students and 
staff, as well as scrutiny of a range of documentation including minutes of student staff 
meetings, committee meetings, external examiner reports and annual evaluation reports. 

4.6 The review team found that there is a culture of enhancement and a desire to 
improve the student experience driven and facilitated through the operation of the EDC.  
The College also uses external review processes, such as those undertaken by QAA,  
as well as internal review processes to identify opportunities for enhancement and establish 
processes for their development and implementation.  

4.7 A number of examples were provided to the review team as evidence of the 
approach which includes identifying, supporting and implementing developments. These 
include Best Practice sessions that are held each semester and used by staff to showcase 
new initiatives in learning, teaching and assessment and peer assessment, which has been 
introduced as a consequence of staff research through the PGCHET. This approach was 
piloted through one module, feedback gathered from students and the process commended 
by the external examiner. The outcomes of this pilot were discussed at a Best Practice 
session and the approach rolled out to other modules.  

4.8 Following consultation with students in 2015-16, and during discussion through 
the Community Life Committee and at Senior Management Team meetings, it was agreed 
that Fellowship Groups, in order to develop students' leadership skills should be led by level 
6 students from academic year 2016-17 and a Guide for Fellowship Group Leaders has 
been produced and support put in place for new leaders. This initiative has been well 
received by students and staff.  

4.9 The College has fully implemented the recommendation made following the 
Review for Educational Oversight in 2012 with the roll out, in 2016-17, of a VLE across all 
years for UoC validated provision. The College took a carefully planned approach, monitored 
through the EDC, and drawing on external input through software providers. One member of 
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The enhancement of student learning opportunities:  
Summary of findings 

4.13 In determining its judgement on the enhancement of student learning opportunities 
at the College, the review team considered the findings against the criteria as outlined in 
Annex 2 of the published handbook. The review team considers that the Expectation in this 



http://www.qaa.ac.uk/publications/information-and-guidance/publication/?PubID=3094
http://www.qaa.ac.uk/assuring-standards-and-quality
http://www.qaa.ac.uk/Pages/GlossaryEN.aspx
http://www.qaa.ac.uk/AboutUs/glossary/Pages/glossary-t.aspx#t1
http://newlive.qaa.ac.uk/AboutUs/glossary/Pages/glossary-h.aspx#h2.1
http://newlive.qaa.ac.uk/AboutUs/glossary/Pages/glossary-u-z.aspx#u4
http://newlive.qaa.ac.uk/AboutUs/DAP/Pages/default.aspx
http://newlive.qaa.ac.uk/AboutUs/DAP/Pages/default.aspx
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Enhancement 
The process by which higher education providers systematically improve the quality of 
provision and the ways in which students' learning is supported. It is used as a technical 
term in our review processes. 

Expectations 
Statements in the Quality Code that set out what all UK higher education providers expect 
of themselves and each other, and what the general public can therefore expect of them. 

Flexible and distributed learning  
A programme or module that does not require the student to attend classes or events at 
particular times and locations.  
See also distance learning. 

Framework 
A published formal structure. See also framework for higher education qualifications. 

Framework for higher education qualifications 
A published formal structure that identifies a hierarchy of national qualification levels and 
describes the general achievement expected of holders of the main qualification types at 
each level, thus assisting higher education providers in maintaining academic standards. 
QAA publishes the following frameworks: The Framework for Higher Education 
Qualifications in England, Wales and Northern Ireland (FHEQ) and The Framework for 
Qualifications of Higher Education Institutions in Scotland (FHEQIS). 

Good practice 
A process or way of working that, in the view of a QAA review team, makes a particularly 
positive contribution to a higher education provider's management of academic standards 
and the quality of its educational provision. It is used as a technical term in QAA's audit and 
review processes. 

Learning opportunities 
The provision made for students' learning, including planned study, teaching, assessment, 
academic and personal support, and resources (such as libraries and information systems, 
laboratories or studios). 

Learning outcomes 
What a learner is expected to know, understand and/or be able to demonstrate after 
completing a process of learning. 

Multiple awards 
An arrangement where three or more degree-awarding bodies together provide a single 
jointly delivered programme (or programmes) leading to a separate award (and separate 
certification) of each awarding body. The arrangement is the same as for dual/double 
awards, but with three or more awarding bodies being involved. 

Operational definition 
A formal definition of a term, establishing exactly what QAA means when using it in reviews 
and reports. 

Programme (of study) 
An approved course of study that provides a coherent learning experience and normally 
leads to a qualification. 

http://www.qaa.ac.uk/AboutUs/glossary/Pages/glossary-h.aspx#h2.1
http://newlive.qaa.ac.uk/AboutUs/glossary/Pages/glossary-h.aspx#h2.1
http://newlive.qaa.ac.uk/AboutUs/glossary/Pages/glossary-p.aspx#p12
http://newlive.qaa.ac.uk/AboutUs/glossary/Pages/glossary-m-o.aspx#m6
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Programme spec

http://www.qaa.ac.uk/aboutus/glossary/pages/glossary-e.aspx#e10
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