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Preface

The Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education's (QAA) mission is to safeguard the public 
interest in sound standards of higher education qualifications and to inform and encourage 
continuous improvement in the management of the quality of higher education. To this end, 
QAA carries out Institutional audits of higher education institutions.

In England and Northern Ireland QAA conducts Institutional audits on behalf of the higher 
education sector, to provide public information about the maintenance of academic standards 
and the assurance of the quality of learning opportunities provided for students. It also operates 
under contract to the Higher Education Funding Council in England and the Department for 
Employment and Learning in Northern Ireland to provide evidence to meet their statutory 
obligations, to assure the quality and standards of academic programmes for which they disburse 
public funding. The audit method was developed in partnership with the funding councils and 
the higher education representative bodies and agreed following consultation with higher 
education institutions and other interested organisations. The method was endorsed by the  
then Department for Education and Skills. It was revised in 2006, following recommendations 
from the Quality Assurance Framework Review Group, a representative group established to 
review the structures and processes of quality assurance in England and Northern Ireland,  
and to evaluate the work of QAA.

Institutional audit is an evidence-based process carried out through peer review. It forms part of 
the Quality Assurance Framework established in 2002, following revisions to the United 
Kingdom's (UK's) approach to external quality assurance. At the centre of the process is an 
emphasis on students and their learning.



Audit teams also comment specifically on:

l	 the institution's arrangements for maintaining appropriate academic standards and the 
quality of provision of postgraduate research programmes 

l	 the institution's approach to developing and implementing institutional strategies for 
enhancing the quality of its educational provision, both taught and by research 

l	 the reliance that can reasonably be placed on the accuracy and completeness of the 



Summary

Introduction

A team of auditors from the Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education (QAA) visited 
Canterbury Christ Church University (the University) from 15 to 19 March 2010 to carry out an 
Institutional audit. The purpose of the audit was to provide public information on the quality of the 
learning opportunities available to students and on the academic standards of the awards that the 
University offers, including those research awards offered on behalf of the University of Kent. On 
this occasion the team carried out a hybrid audit. The hybrid process is used where QAA considers 
that it is not practicable to consider an institution's collaborative provision as part of standard 
Institutional audit, or that a separate audit activity focusing solely on this provision is not necessary.

To arrive at its conclusions, the audit team spoke to members of staff throughout the University and 
to current students, and read a wide range of documents about the ways in which the University 
manages the academic aspects of its provision. As part of the process, the team visited two of the 
University's partner institutions in the UK where it met with staff and students, and conducted by 
videoconference equivalent meetings with staff and students from one overseas partner.

In Institutional audit, the institution's management of both academic standards and the quality of 
learning opportunities are audited. The term 'academic standards' is used to describe the level of 
achievement that a student has to reach to gain an award (for example, a degree). It should be 
at a similar level across the UK. The term 'quality of learning opportunities' is used to describe the 
support provided by an institution to enable students to achieve the awards. It is about the 
provision of appropriate teaching, support and assessment for the students.

Outcomes of the Institutional audit

As a result of its investigations, the audit team's view of Canterbury Christ Church University  
is that:

l	 confidence can reasonably be placed in the soundness of the institution's present and likely 
future management of the academic standards of the awards it offers, including research 
awards offered on behalf of the University of Kent 

l	 confidence can reasonably be placed in the soundness of the institution's present and likely 
future management of the quality of the learning opportunities available to students.

Institutional approach to quality enhancement

The audit team found evidence that the University is taking deliberate steps to promote quality 
enhancement but the process of systematic enhancement at institutional level is in its early stages. 
Some strategic initiatives have been introduced but their outcomes are not yet fully embedded 
within the University systems and procedures, and its policies and intentions for enhancement 
have not yet been communicated consistently among collaborative partner institutions. 

Postgraduate research students

Overall, the audit team found that the University's processes and procedures for postgraduate 
research programmes make an effective contribution to its management of the quality and 
standards of those programmes and meet the expectations of the precepts of the Code of practice 
for the assurance of academic quality and standards in higher education (Code of practice), Section 1: 
Postgraduate research programmes.
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Published information

The audit team found that reliance can reasonably be placed on the accuracy and completeness 
of the information the University publishes about the quality of its educational provision and the 
standards of its awards.

Features of good practice

The audit team identified the following areas as being good practice: 

l	 the use of the virtual learning environment in supporting students and staff, and its 
potential for promoting comparable learning experiences across the University's  
collaborative partnerships. 

Recommendations for action

The audit team recommends that the University considers further action in some areas.



l	 subject benchmark statements 

l	 programme specifications. 

The audit found that the University took due account of the elements of the Academic 
Infrastructure in its management of academic standards and the quality of learning opportunities 
available to students, but it should reflect further on Sections 2, 4 and 7 of the Code of practice. 
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9	 The previous Institutional audit in March 2004 found that broad confidence could be 
placed in the University's current and likely future management of the quality of its academic 
programmes and the academic standards of its awards. The report identified as features of good 
practice the comprehensive range of student support initiatives contributing to the quality of 
students' learning experience; the maintenance, during a period of considerable institutional 
expansion, of a strong collegiate environment across the campuses and partner colleges; and the 
innovative approach to the first-year curriculum which was intended to improve the confidence 
and retention of students. The University has extended this good practice, particularly through the 
launch of its Student First policy in 2009 (paragraphs 32, 52, 53). It has also taken steps to build 
on the strengths of the collegiate environment across campuses and partner colleges by 
introducing the annual staff conference, the Collaborative Provision Sub-Committee, and higher 
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16	 The Pro Vice-Chancellor (Learning and Quality) plays a key role in the management of 
quality and standards; he chairs the Quality and Standards Committee and the Learning and 
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able to scrutinise Internal Review reports, and concluded that the process was thorough and 
informed by external perspectives, and provided assurance to the Vice-Chancellor and the Senior 
Management Team about the strategic direction and health of the relevant department. 

23	 Neither the full Internal Review report nor the summary is considered by the Academic 
Board or its Quality and Standards Committee, although reports and recommendations are made 
to the Senior Management Team. The audit team heard that the University has no plans to 
change this practice for the new Periodic Departmental Review process (paragraph 20), although 
programme revalidations through this new process will be reported to the Quality and Standards 
Committee and Academic Board. However, it was not clear how these bodies would be able to 
evaluate the effectiveness of action planning as responses to reviews, or consider the effectiveness 
of the Periodic Departmental Review process as a whole, without seeing the reports of reviews. 
The team recommends that the University consider ways in which all outcomes of the new 
Periodic Departmental Review process are reported, so that the Academic Board, through its 
Quality and Standards Committee, has the clearest possible oversight of quality and standards 
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students 'full access' to external examiners' reports on a website. The team welcomed this 
development because it would enable heads of department to fulfil their responsibilities more 
readily and consistently. The team found that responses sent to external examiners were made 
mainly by programme directors and varied greatly in quality. It advises the University to ensure 
that considerations of, and responses to, external examiners' reports are consistently clear, timely, 
transparent and well documented. 

27	 The audit team found evidence of effective programme-level consideration of the external 
examiner's report and of detailed action plans in response. External examiners' reports were 
included, with discussion and actions plans, in Programme Quality Monitoring and Enhancement 
Reviews, and these were discussed at faculty level through programme review panels. After this, 
summary reports were sent to faculty quality committees and subsequently to the Quality and 
Standards Committee and its Assessment Sub-Committee. The Assessment Sub-Committee is 
required to consider external examiners' reports, but it was not clear to the team how it could  
do this consistently because some of the reports which reached it were lacking in detail. The 
University should give early attention to this issue and ensure that Academic Board, through its 
committees, makes full use of the external examiner reporting process in its oversight of 
academic standards in its taught programmes. 

28	 Assessment of students is governed by the Assessment Policy, the undergraduate and 
postgraduate frameworks, the General Modular Scheme, the Assessment Handbook and a series 
of Policy and Procedures for Examinations documents. Departments are required to ensure that 
all assessments are carried out in accordance with these regulatory documents. Requirements for 
the composition and conduct of boards of examiners, along with progression and classification 
rules, are clearly specified in the Policy and Procedures for Examinations. Assessment concessions 
are clearly regulated and reported to boards of examiners. Regulations on plagiarism are clearly 
set out. Students confirmed to the audit team that they understood the University's regulations 
and requirements for assessment and also, in most cases, the marking criteria used. 

29	 Assessment policies and regulations are reviewed by the Assessment Sub-Committee. 
Academic staff who assess students may be given full or associate examiner status after 
appropriate training which is delivered through the Learning and Teaching Enhancement Unit. 
Only staff with full examiner status can attend boards of examiners. In partner institutions,  
staff cannot assess on programmes leading to CCCU awards unless they are at least associate 
examiners, and University staff train them for this. 

30	 Programme teams use statistical data on student admissions, progression, completion and 
achievement in their annual Programme Quality Monitoring and Enhancement Reviews. Statistics 



Institutional audit: report 

11

expressed appreciation of them while drawing attention to some problems which the University 
was addressing. 

33	 The Pro Vice-Chancellor (Learning and Quality) is responsible for the management of 
students' learning opportunities, with the support of the Director of Learning and Teaching and 
the Learning and Teaching Enhancement Unit, which leads the development of educational 
approaches and methods. The Director of Quality and Standards manages the quality assurance 
system in which the University seeks increasingly to emphasise enhancement. 

34	 The University's quality assurance framework for the development, approval, monitoring 
and periodic review of all programmes and academic and support departments is discussed in 
Section 2 (paragraphs 18 to 23). A revised framework was being phased in at the time of the 
audit, but records of previous processes were available to the audit team which found that 
approval and periodic review worked effectively in assuring the quality of programmes and 
learning opportunities. 

35	 Under the new quality framework support departments will undertake support 
department annual reviews. In these reviews they are required to reflect on their role in 
enhancing the student experience, and to comment on issues emerging from the National 
Student Survey (NSS) which are relevant to their service. Support department annual reviews will 
form an important part of the evidence base for support departments' periodic departmental 
reviews. Currently, periodic review reports on support departments are confidential to the Senior 
Management Team and are not considered by any of the University's committees, although a 
summary of the report is provided on the Quality and Standards Office website. The audit team 
recommends that the University keep under review the opportunities for faculties to consider the 
outcomes of service departments' annual and periodic reviews and their potential to enhance the 
quality of the student experience. 

36	 The University uses a range of external reference points in the development, delivery and 
review of its academic provision, notably the Academic Infrastructure and its engagements with 
professional, statutory and regulatory bodies. It has reflected on, and in some cases mapped, its 
policies, procedures and practices against the Code of practice published by QAA. The audit team 
found that the University's use of the Code of practice was systematic and generally effective, but 
occasionally the institution's practices do not yet fully reflect Sections 2 and 7 (paragraphs 23, 67, 68). 

37	 The University gathers feedback from students in a number of ways including internal 
surveys and the NSS. Module evaluations are used in all programmes, but in varying ways. 
Results of these surveys and actions taken in response are reported back to students, but this 
practice also varies between departments. A student satisfaction survey has not been carried out 
since 2004-05 because, as the institution explained, it has focused mainly on the NSS. However, 
a new institution-wide survey was piloted in 2009-10 and will be rolled out in April 2011. The 
University took account of the NSS in designing this new survey. 

38	 NSS results are used to inform management decisions and developments at institutional 
and departmental levels. Each department produces action plans based on NSS data, and the 
University intends that these plans will be firmly embedded in the new quality assurance 
framework. However, since NSS results do not cover all collaborative provision, the University 
should consider the application of its own survey to its partnerships. 

39	 Students are widely involved in the University's quality management systems.  
Christ Church Students' Union (CCSU) is represented on all major institutional committees  
and working groups, and representatives have influenced changes of policy in areas such as 
assessment turnaround times. A Student Forum is held by the University and CCSU,  
but attendance is poor and students were unaware of it (paragraph 52). During the audit  
the University and CCSU differed in their understandings of the expected attendance and 
organisation of this Forum. 
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40	 Student representatives also take part in student-staff liaison meetings. The University  
has worked with CCSU to improve the working of these meetings by providing clear minimum 
standards. The audit team found that student-staff liaison meetings operate in all departments 
and campuses, and in collaborative partnerships. Students met by the team were all aware of 
their representatives and clear about their roles. Actions taken in response to student 
representations are reported at the meetings, and some programmes publish minutes of 
meetings on the virtual learning environment (VLE). Representatives are trained by CCSU, and  
this process is reviewed through regular meetings between the Pro Vice-Chancellor (Students) 
and the Union. 

41	 Programme approval and review panels do not include students (although the University 
is considering this), but they always meet with students as part of their scrutiny. The audit team 
noted some variation in the manner in which students were consulted through programme 
monitoring and review. The new review processes, as described in the Quality Manual, clearly 
expect the inclusion of student-staff liaison meetings and student representatives; however, 
faculties are permitted to determine their own methods of programme review, which could leave 
the role of students open to local interpretation. The University may therefore wish to consider 
how it uses student-staff liaison meetings systematically to inform programme monitoring and 
review, particularly in connection with the new process of Annual Departmental Review 
(paragraph 21).

42	 The Learning and Teaching Strategy (2006-10), in the process of revision at the time of 
audit, 'seeks to effect change by ensuring that teaching within the institution is informed and 
enriched by its research and knowledge transfer activity'. According to the Briefing Paper the 
University 'believes' that all staff who teach should be actively engaged in scholarship and,  
when appropriate, in research which informs the quality of teaching. The audit team found some 
evidence of staff engaged in these activities. Project funding from the Higher Education Funding 
Council for England (HEFCE) has been used to set up a Research Informed Teaching initiative, 
which resulted in the recent publication of a booklet entitled Research Informed Teaching: 
exploring the concept. The Vice-Chancellor leads an annual three-day staff conference, organised 
by Staff Development and the Learning and Teaching Enhancement Unit, which discusses 
developments in learning and teaching and helps to integrate academic and support staff. 

43	 A Supervisor Development Programme is available to all staff involved in supervision of 
research students, and is compulsory for all new supervisors. Staff new to research are also invited 
to take part in the Researcher Development Programme run by the Graduate School. 

44	 The University makes good use of its VLE to support student learning, particularly in its 
campus-based programmes, and students express appreciation of it. A Faculty Learning 
Technology Team in the Learning and Teaching Enhancement Unit helps staff to develop their 
skills for this, and has widened the use of learning methods such as online discussion and 
e-portfolios. The University offers no programmes delivered entirely by distance learning, but 
some may be classed as blended learning. Where programmes rely on significant elements of 
distance learning, approval processes include a review of distance-learning materials. 

45	 Library resources at the University are based in Augustine House, a £35million 
development which opened in September 2009. Library resources had previously received critical 
feedback from students, but the University expressed its hope that the recent investment and 
improvements would address this, and the Augustine House library developments were broadly 
welcomed by the students who met with the audit team. Students were also pleased with library 
resources available at all other University campuses. Some learning resources are also available 
electronically and the University has increased the annual budget for books, journals and 
electronic resources.
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53	 As part of its Student First policy the University has invested strongly in two major 
enhancement measures: the new library facilities in Augustine House and the i-zone, a 'one-stop' 
centre for student support (paragraph 32). It has also put considerable effort into the 
development and use of its VLE for its students and staff. The VLE provides valuable information 
on graduate skills, appraisal and professional development, student support opportunities, and 
the Code of practice; it is also a repository for key University documents and templates. The audit 
team found that the use of the VLE in supporting the learning opportunities of students and staff 
was a feature of good practice, and noted its potential for promoting comparable experiences 
across collaborative partners. 

54	 Departments are required to reflect on their enhancement strategies during annual and 
periodic reviews, although several reports seen by the audit team contained little evidence of 
steps taken by departments to enhance quality through systematic planning. Under the new 
quality framework, the heads of academic and service departments produce annual departmental 
reviews (paragraphs 22, 35) which include reflections on and plans for enhancement. This offers 
potential for sharing good practice and reviewing enhancement. However, in order to get 
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good practice at partnership level. The recently remodelled Collaborative Provision  
Sub-Committee will in future receive Annual Review summaries from partners, and this process 
should be used to strengthen the institutional oversight of partnership provision. 

65	 All partnerships are subject to a periodic review which follows a similar format to the 
mechanisms used in the University's departments and evaluates both the partnership 
arrangement and the provision within it. These reviews, which are initiated by the Quality and 
Standards Office, enable the University to address the maintenance of academic standards, 
operational effectiveness and levels of risk. A periodic review panel, with external representation, 
sees documentation and meets staff, current students, former students and other stakeholders. 
The panel also receives a subject specialist's report on the venue and resources for delivery of the 
programme. The outcome of the review and continuation of the partnership may involve 
conditions. Periodic review reports, which distinguish between the evaluations of the partnership 
arrangement and the programmes provided through it, are sent to the Collaborative Provision 
Sub-Committee and the Quality and Standards Committee. The audit team concluded that the 
system for the periodic review of collaborative partnerships, tied to the renewal of the 
memorandum of agreement, was an appropriate means of assuring the standards and quality  
of collaborative programmes. 

66	 Assessment and examination arrangements for collaborative provision students are 
governed by the University's regulations and procedures. Collaborative provision arrangements 
are agreed at the time of validation. Programme teams manage the day-to-day arrangements and 
ensure that assessment moderation, turnaround, and feedback are appropriate. The audit team 
found some cases where assessment practice in partnerships was contrary to University 
requirements, and advises the University to ensure that each partner institution understands and 
implements all relevant University regulations and procedures.

67	 External examiners in collaborative provision are appointed by the University on the same 
basis as for 'home' programmes. A sample of examiners' reports suggested that programmes 
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awards. All other current students had been offered the option of remaining registered with the 
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82	 Procedures for the assessment of research degrees are set out in the Code of Practice for 
Research Degrees Students and Supervisors (CoP-RDSS). Examinations for research degrees are 
managed by the Graduate School, which receives nominations for examiners and recommends 
them to the Research Degrees Sub-Committee for appointment. Information about complaints 
and appeals procedures is also given in the CoP-RDSS and on the website. 

83	 The University states that 'research degrees are evaluated annually…by means of a 
Programme Quality Monitoring and Enhancement Report (PQMER) which is presented annually 
to the Quality and Standards Committee'. In practice, the PQMER for research degrees is 
considered along with other reports within one of the faculties, and is then included in a 
summary report from that faculty to the Quality and Standards Committee. However, the audit 
team found that the most recent summary report of this kind contained only a reference to the 
Research Degrees PQMER, but no evaluation of it in the main body of the report. Following the 
introduction of the new Quality Framework this process will be known as Annual Review of 
Research Degrees, and the team was informed that this Review will be reported directly to the 
Quality and Standards Committee. The team recommends that the University keep this process 
carefully under review to ensure transparent reporting and consistently effective oversight of 
academic standards and quality of learning opportunities in research degrees.

84	 Postgraduate research students provide feedback through the Graduate School.  
The University participated in the Higher Education Academy's Postgraduate Research Experience 
Survey in 2009 and is addressing issues raised by part-time students through that survey. 
Students are represented through the Postgraduate Research Association and two representatives 
sit on the Research Committee. Students who met with the audit team were positive about the 
support and facilities provided for their research programmes. They expressed strong support for 
the Graduate School and especially the Postgraduate Research Association (see paragraph 78), 
which promotes their interests and collective identity. 

85	 Overall, the audit team found that the University's processes and procedures for 
postgraduate research programmes make an effective contribution to its management of the 
quality and standards of those programmes and meet the expectations of the precepts of the 
Code of practice, Section 1: Postgraduate research programmes. 

Section 7: Published information

86	 The Student Recruitment Office in the Department of Marketing has responsibility for 
prospectus development, promotion of programmes and the management of communication 
with potential students. It is thus also responsible for the accuracy and completeness of all 
published information to prospective students, although the responsibility for the accuracy of 
programme information, including that at partner institutions, rests with academic departments. 
Prospectus content is prepared by academic departments, which also check information supplied 
by partner institutions, before forwarding all copy to Marketing. This Department takes 
responsibility for the accuracy of all published material on the basis of the information signed off 
by heads of departments. The University's Web Development Unit is responsible for the design, 
implementation and administration of the institution's website. The Department of Marketing 
monitors partner institutions' websites to ensure the accuracy of marketing information.  
The audit team checked examples of these websites and found that their information about 
University programmes and progression opportunities was complete and accurate. 

87	 The Graduate School is responsible for information relating to the recruitment and 
selection of prospective research students, including the Research Prospectus, in conjunction with 
Marketing. The International Office has responsibility for the accuracy of information provided to 
students outside the UK, under the oversight of Marketing. The University plans to enhance the 
quality and consistency of its international publicity materials, and the quality of support 
information and booklets for international students. 
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88	 During the audit, students confirmed that published information in prospectuses and the 
website had been accurate, and that programmes had met their expectations. 

89	 The Registry, through its data management office, has responsibility for the management 
of the student record system. The student intranet, known as StudentNet, gives access to a range 
of services including the updating and checking of personal data held by Registry. Student 
registration is carried out through the Examinations and Records Office which conducts checks  
on the data held. These processes appear rigorous, but the audit team found that registrations of 
collaborative partnership students had not always been carried out properly. The University should 
ensure that all partner institutions understand and implement its requirements. 

90	 The Planning Office has responsibility for assuring the accuracy of Higher Education 
Statistics Agency (HESA) data, and this is signed off by the Pro Vice-Chancellor (Academic).  
The audit team confirmed that appropriate and accurate information had been supplied to HESA 
and uploaded to the Unistats site.

91	 All students receive programme handbooks before starting their studies. Students who 
met with the audit team confirmed that their handbooks were accurate and helpful. These 
handbooks are provided online, but the student written submission recommended that the 
University should consider printing first-year handbooks, and some programme teams have 
agreed to produce slimmed-down hardcopy versions, supplemented by the VLE. The University 
does not at present oversee the content of programme handbooks. It intends to review this 
position, and to produce online templates to ensure that links to all appropriate policies and 
procedures are covered. However, student handbooks for collaborative programmes are prepared 
by the University, and students confirmed that they were satisfactory (paragraph 72). 

92	 The audit team found that reliance could reasonably be placed on the accuracy and 
completeness of the information the University publishes about the quality of its educational 
provision and the standards of its awards, in accordance with HEFCE requirements (HEFCE 
2006/45, Annex F). It also makes external examiners' reports available to students tompleoa29(ofpleoa29(ofpleoa29(orhe )-29(quality )-29(of )-29(its )-29(educational )]TJ
0 -1.227c/T1_0 1 Tftl 6produce )uditdSpan<</Acc/T1_0 1F-dowapplemenmional )]TJ(awards, uvveional )]ducatioss, uvveiorhe 
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l	 ensure that all award certificates and transcripts reflect fully the precepts of the Code of 
practice, Section 2: Collaborative provision and flexible and distributed learning (including 
e-learning) (paragraphs 36, 68)

l	 ensure that each partner institution understands and implements all relevant University 
regulations and procedures (paragraph 66, 68, 89).

95	 Recommendations for action that is desirable:

l	 consider the minimum level of structured support required for postgraduate research 
students in preparation for teaching and assessment (paragraphs 10, 76, 81)

l	 keep under review the opportunities for faculties to consider the outcomes of service 
department annual and periodic reviews and their potential to enhance the quality of the 
student experience (paragraphs 35, 54).
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Appendix

Canterbury Christ Church University's response to the Institutional audit report
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