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Key findings 
Judgements 
The QAA review team formed the following judgements about the higher  
education provision. 

�x The quality of student learning opportunities meets UK expectations. 

The QAA review team also provided a commentary on academic standards. 

�x The provider satisfactorily manages its responsibilities for academic standards, as 
set out in contractual arrangements with its academic partners. 

Good practice 
The QAA review team identified the following features of 
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About the provider 
The Irish School of Ecumenics (ISE) was initially established in 1970 as a private institute. 
From 2001, it bec
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The provider satisfactorily manages its responsibilities for 
academic standards, as set out in contractual 
arrangements with its academic partners: Summary of 
findings 
1.14 In reaching its conclusion, the review team matched its findings against the three 
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2 Judgement: The quality of student learning 
opportunities 
Core practice (Q1): The provider has a reliable, fair and inclusive admissions 
system. 

Findings 

2.1 The College’s comprehensive Admission and Transfer Policy applies to both MPhil 
and PhD applicants. Decisions are made by relevant academics within the School and 
quality assured by Academic Registry, for example by checking that all entry requirements 
have been met; offers are made through Academic Registry. Recognised national and 
international reference frameworks are used. Baseline English language requirements are 
specified, and both pre-sessional and in-sessional academic English online language 
classes are available. There is an admissions appeals procedure but to date there have 
been no admissions-related appeals in ISE.  

2.2 The College is committed to widening participation and has a detailed Recognition 
of Prior Learning (RPL) Policy. Where it entails informal or experiential learning, applicants 
are asked to provide writing samples so their likelihood of being able to complete the course 
can be assessed. RPL also applies if applicants fall slightly short of entry requirements. 
Such application must be approved by the Dean of Graduate Studies. Additional support is 
provided for applicants if required and they are encouraged to disclose any disability at an 
early stage.  

2.3 The policies and procedures put in place by the College would allow the Core 
practice to be met. In assessing the effectiveness of the relevant policies and procedures, 
the team considered documentation, including policy documents and student outcome data, 
and spoke with staff involved in the admissions process and also with current students. 

2.4 Applications for the CRR MPhil are managed by the School administrative team, 
including the ISE senior executive officer, and are approved by the course coordinator. No 
CRR MPhil students have yet been admitted through RPL although some PhD students 
have been admitted through this route.  

2.5 There are around 25 applicants for the CRR MPhil course each year, almost all of 
whom have been accepted, though not all have taken up their offers. There are no target 
numbers for the course and there is capacity for around 15-20 students; to date, numbers 
have varied between eight and 12 which is considered acceptable by the School.  

2.6 PhD applicants have already identified a supervisor before applying and have come 
to a supervision agreement with that supervisor; a second supervisor may also be 
appointed. A structured School webpage guides applicants through the application process.  

2.7 The students expressed their positive reasons for studying the CRR MPhil course in 
Belfast. They agreed that the admissions process was straightforward, and that the 
orientation provided was helpful. Student outcomes to date indicate that the admissions 
criteria effectively ensure the recruitment of students who are capable of meeting, and 
usually exceeding, the threshold requirements of the course. The review team, therefore, 
considers that the provider has a reliable, fair and inclusive admissions system. 

Core practice: Met 
Level of risk: Low 
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Core practice (Q2): The provider designs and/or delivers high-quality courses. 

Findings 

2.8 The design and delivery of courses and modules within the College is governed by 
detailed procedures, with externality embedded in the initial approval and ongoing 
assessment processes. Proposed new courses and associated modules are reviewed by a 
panel including an external academic assessor before approval at College level. This 
ensures the internal consistency of awards and alignment with the Irish National Framework 
of Qualifications (NFQ) and with the European Credit Transfer and Accumulation System 
(ECTS). Subsequent new modules are approved at School level and noted at College level.  

2.9 The CRR MPhil course handbook provides general information for students and is 
to be read in conjunction with the course overview document, the key source of information 
about the course, which includes a brief outline of each module. Full module information is 
contained in a separate detailed module syllabus maintained by ISE on the College’s virtual 
learning environment (VLE).  

2.10 Student opinion is sought formally at College level through annual online qualitative 
module evaluations. Within ISE, the course is normally reviewed through an annual focus 
group meeting, although it was not found possible to hold this in 2020 due to the COVID-19 
situation.  

2.11 Module evaluation data, together with commentary, is included in the Annual 
Quality Faculty Report which is considered by the Quality Committee. It is discussed in detail 
within the School (and within ISE in Belfast) when the course coordinator presents a 
narrative module feedback summary, including student and staff comments. Feedback from 
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2.15 There are no examinations, and an appropriate range of other assessment methods 
is used, including presentations and a placement portfolio. There is a strong emphasis on 
assessment solely by essay, usually at the end of the module. External examiner reports 
speak highly of the existing learning opportunities afforded to students and of the standard 
and quality of student achievement.  

2.16 Pre COVID-19, it had been possible to hold a joint seminar for School students in 
Dublin and Belfast, which was well received. In both the student written submission and in 
their meeting with the team, current students spoke highly of their experience of both formal 
and informal learning opportunities provided by the course, and of the quality of the teaching 
staff who deliver it, although they expressed disappointment that better integration with 
Dublin did not take place. They were also appreciative of the staff response to lockdown and 
the consequent successful changes to course delivery, telling the team that staff responded 
quickly and found solutions to any problems that arose.  

2.17 Classes for most of the current academic year were held virtually due to COVID-19. 
This had an adverse impact on the weeklong intensive module taught by a visiting academic 
which includes a short residential. However, as a consequence of virtual delivery, the modes 
of learning were adapted to capitalise on other opportunities, such as introducing more guest 
speakers and lectures and enabling Belfast students to attend virtual conferences which 
would not otherwise have been available to them. Students were very appreciative of this 
innovative response to the situation, which was replicated elsewhere in the course.  

2.18 The adaptations to course delivery as a result of COVID-19 have potential positive 
implications for future course delivery, as expressed to the team by academic staff. For 
example, ‘hybrid’ teaching (face-to-face classes but also including virtual attendance) could 
enable more Belfast students to take Dublin modules and vice versa without having to travel, 
which would both enrich and enhance their overall learning experience.  

Core practice: Met 
Level of risk: Low 
 
Core practice (Q3): The provider has sufficient appropriately qualified and 
skilled staff to deliver a high-quality academic experience. 

Findings 

2.19 The 
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scheduled as an intensive week of teaching. Finally, the internship module is coordinated by 
a Belfast-based PhD student.  

2.22 The course coordinator role is currently held by one of the two Assistant Professors 
based in Belfast. Both members of academic staff have cross-School roles that require them 
to attend committees in Dublin. In this way they are fully integrated into the School of 
Religion. Both have doctorates and are well published in the discipline area. Additionally, 
they were both nominated for awards for civic engagement and one has a recent teaching 
award. Other support on the Belfast site is provided by a Senior Executive Officer who also 
has a cross-School role and a part-time Librarian whose role is to support the library 
provided on the Belfast site.  

2.23 Students on the Belfast programme are permitted to take some optional modules 
based in Dublin and this gives them access to additional academics from the School of 
Religion. Similarly, Dublin-based students are permitted to take modules from the Belfast 
menu and these students contribute to the class being delivered in Belfast and to the two 
modules delivered in intensive mode.  

2.24 Adjunct staff or guest lecturers who might teach individual sessions are identified by 
the Course Coordinator through local knowledge and contacts. Following identification, the 
College appointment and administration processes are employed. In one instance, an entire 
module is delivered by an academic distinguished in the field of conflict resolution from a 
prestigious South African university. This enables students to explore reconciliation in a 
post-apartheid environment. Normally, this visiting academic travels to Northern Ireland and 
the module is delivered during a residential week. Due to the pandemic, this module was 
delivered online in 2020-21 and this enabled the contributor to include input from colleagues 
and contacts based in South Africa.  

2.25 The use of ethnographic field trips, walking tours of Belfast, practitioner-led modules 
and guest lectures provides students with access to a diverse range of experience in 
community reconciliation in Northern Ireland. The careers of the contributors span the range 
from youth workers to politicians, including ministers, clinicians and practitioners working in 
community development. Students comment that they found the practical and experiential 
knowledge of the tutors invaluable. Given the sensitivity required by professionals working in 
the area of conflict resolution, students felt that the insight provided by such practitioners 
was an integral and important part of the course. The team considers the use of well-
qualified practitioners and academics from around the world that enriches and broadens the 
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Core practice (Q6): The provider has fair and transparent procedures for 
handling complaints and appeals which are accessible to all students. 

Findings 

2.45 The College’s formal Student Complaints Procedure has two stages, each with 
detailed information outlining responsibilities, deadlines and the range of outcomes. There is 
a final external appeal possibility to the Visitor or the Office of the Ombudsman. The 
College’s Appeals Policy has a four-level process for postgraduate taught students and a 
two-level process for postgraduate research students. It clearly sets out the grounds for 
appeal, the scope of the policy and the responsibilities. The policy includes references to a 
number of relevant forms that can be accessed online. The Admissions Policy also includes 
an appeal process relating to admission.  

2.46 TCD’s Complaints Procedure and its Appeals Policy are fair, transparent and 
accessible to students and therefore the Core practice is met. The team checked the 
availability of information on complaints and appeals, by studying the formal documentation 
and the references to these policies in handbooks. The team also sought information in 
meetings with staff and students.  

2.47 It is normal practice for the Postgraduate Advisory Service to give a presentation to 
all students during orientation at the beginning of the year. In this presentation, they highlight 
their services and inform students of their rights in relation to complaints and appeals.  

2.48 Students are pointed to the College’s appeals policy in the MPhil Course Handbook. 
The Complaints Procedure is also sign-posted in the MPhil Course Handbook. Students 
informed the team that should they wish to make a formal complaint they would approach 
the professional staff at the Belfast campus to refer them on. There have been no appeals or 
complaints for the last three years and staff confirmed that concerns were dealt with 
informally and had all been resolved without recourse to the formal procedures. Complaints 
raised by the Student Representative at Belfast Staff Meetings are documented in the 
minutes. Professional staff were fully aware of the location of complaints and appeals 
information and were able to advise students when necessary. 

2.49 There are fair and transparent procedures for handling complaints and appeals 
which are accessible to all students. The Core practice is met and the level of associated 
risk is low.  

Core practice: Met 
Level of risk: Low 
 
Core practice Low  
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of Good Research Practice and the Research Charter and Living Research Excellent 
Strategy.  

2.51 The regulations allow the Core practice to be met. The team read the handbooks 
and associate documentation and met senior members of the School of Religion, PhD 
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order to support online teaching during the pandemic. Students report that IT links between 
the Belfast and Dublin campuses were previously inadequate for their needs but now report 
that the improvement in video links means that students are now able to attend any event 
that they wish to, such that they now feel fully integrated College PhD students. The 
Postgraduate Student Services in Dublin have been utilised by Belfast PhD students and  
are valued. Students expressed a hope that developments resulting from the College’s 
response to the pandemic will give rise to a permanent change in accessibility to resources 
based in Dublin.  

2.56 ISE provides an appropriate and supportive environment for research degree 
students and, as such, the Core practice is met and the risk is low. 

Core practice: Met 
Level of risk: Low 
 
Core practice (Q8): Where a provider works in partnership with other 
organisations, it has in place effective arrangements to ensure that the 
academic experience is high-quality irrespective of where or how courses are 
delivered and who delivers them. 

Findings 

2.57 The College aims to create opportunities for students to engage in internships and 
has an Internships and Placement Policy that requires all credit-bearing opportunities to be 
defined within the context of a module. ISE offers such a module. It is entitled Community 
Learning and Reflective Practice and it aims to bridge the divide between learning in an 
academic environment and the practical experiences involved with conflict resolution work. 

2.58 The team studied the College policy, the module description and the internship 
agreement and concludes that the regulations allow the Core practice to be met. Following 
exploration of the websites of some partner organisations that offer internships, the team 
held discussions with staff and students to test the implementation of the policy. 

2.59 The internship module is not compulsory but is selected by most students on the 
programme. Students enrolling in 2020 were made aware that in-person internships could 
not be guaranteed due to the pandemic and students commented that, despite their virtual 
nature, the internships were worthwhile. Most community service providers recruit students 
each year and it is unusual for a new provider to approach ISE. However, a number of 
alumni of the programme now work in the locality and provide links to such agencies.  

2.60 The CRR internship must allow the student to experience the work of an 
organis
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Students are interviewed for their internship and records of all students’ internships are 
maintained in Belfast. No students work with vulnerable persons or children. 

2.62 The internship module takes a ‘developmental mentoring network’ approach with 
the aim of learning about career trajectories and appropriate ethical frameworks in the arena 
of conflict resolution. The skills developed can be applied in any sector. The taught sessions 
focus on values and ethics, networking and CVs, job sectors, personal skills, wellbeing and 
career directions. The internship must provide 96 hours of work and the student is assessed 
on a pass/fail basis by means of a written reflection, an evaluation of the community 
internship and formal verification of their contribution by the placement organiser. Students 
disagreed regarding the value and relevance of the taught sessions within the module but 
there was consistent positive feedback regarding the value of the experience and the quality 
of mentoring afforded by the ISE module coordinator.  

2.63 The community internships offer students a valuable opportunity and effective 
arrangements are in place to ensure that the academic experience is high quality. The Core 
practice is met and the risk is low.  

Core practice: Met 
Level of risk: Low 
 
Core practice (Q9): The provider supports all students to achieve successful 
academic and professional outcomes. 

Findings 

2.64 The College Annual Institutional Quality Assurance Report (AIQR) includes sections 
outlining its self-evaluation, quality assurance and enhancement activities. The narrative is 
accompanied by documentary evidence by way of hyperlinks to the College website. One 
section covers the wide-ranging student support provision put in place by the College. Both 
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their mental health. In summer and autumn 2020, walks and outdoor meetings were 
arranged. During lockdown, frequent online contact took place to replace physical meetings. 
This contact was much valued by students.  

2.74 TCD offers students a comprehensive range of services to support them in 
achieving successful and academic outcomes. ISE staff contribute to this locally by 
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Common practice (1): The provider reviews its core practices for quality 
regularly and uses the outcomes to drive improvement and enhancement. 

Findings 

2.75 The College is subject to quality assurance and review under the auspices of the 
Quality and Qualifications Ireland (QQI) in line with the Irish National Framework of 
Qualifications (NFQ), which is in turn benchmarked against the 
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Glossary 
 
User-friendly explanations of a wide range of terms can be found in the longer Glossary on 
the QAA website: www.qaa.ac.uk/glossary. 

Academic standards 
The standards set by degree-awarding bodies for their courses (programmes and 
modules) and expected for their awards. See also threshold academic standard. 

Award 
A qualification, or academic credit, conferred in formal recognition that a student has 
achieved the intended learning outcomes and passed the assessments required to meet 
the academic standards set for a programme or unit of study. 

Awarding organisation 
An organisation authorised to award a particular qualification; an organisation recognised by 
Ofqual to award Ofqual-regulated qualifications. 

Blended learning 
Learning delivered by a number of different methods, usually including face-to-face and 
e-learning (see technology enhanced or enabled learning). 

Common practices 
Practices included in the UK Quality Code that will be applied by providers in line with their 
missions, their regulatory context and the needs of their students. These are practices 
common to the underpinning of quality in all UK providers but are not regulatory 
requirements for providers in England (registered with the Office for Students). 

Core practices 
Practices included in the UK Quality Code that must be demonstrated by all UK higher 
education providers as part of assuring their standards and quality. 

Credit(s) 
A means of quantifying and recognising learning, used by most institutions that  
provide higher education programmes of study, expressed as numbers of credits at a 
specific level. 

Degree-awarding body 
A UK higher education provider (typically a university) with the power to award degrees, 
conferred by Royal Charter, or under Section 76 of the Further and Higher Education Act 
1992, or under Section 48 of the Further and Higher Education (Scotland) Act 1992, or by 
Papal Bull, or, since 1999, granted by the Privy Council on advice from QAA (in response to 
applications for taught degree awarding powers, research degree awarding powers or 
university title). 

Distance learning 
A course of study that does not involve face-to-face contact between students and tutors  
but instead uses technology such as the internet, intranets, broadcast media, CD-ROM  
and video, or traditional methods of correspondence - learning 'at a distance'. See also 
blended learning. 

Dual award or double award 
The granting of separate awards (and certificates) for the same programme by two  
degree-awarding bodies who have jointly delivered the programme of study leading to 
them. See also multiple award. 
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e-learning 
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