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Key findings

Judgements

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

l

l
l

The maintenance of the academic standards of awards offered on behalf of
degree-awarding bodies meets UK expectations.

The quality of student learning opportunities does not meet UK expectations.
The quality of the information about learning opportunities does not meet UK
expectations.

The enhancement of student learning opportunities
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Financial sustainability, management and governance

The financial sustainability, management and governance check has been
satisfactorily completed.
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About the provider

The Union School of Theology (the School) is a theological institution whose aims are to
provide education and training to those in, or considering entering, Christian ministry. It
offers undergraduate and postgraduate programmes intended to lead to the award of a
Bachelor of Arts with Honours in Theology, a Graduate Diploma in Theology, a Master of
Theology, and to Master of Philosophy/Doctor of Philosophy. The School currently has 31
students enrolled on undergraduate programmes, 27 on taught postgraduate programmes
and five on research degree programmes.

Since 2010, the School has had an Organisational Agreement with the University of Chester
(the University) allowing students who successfully complete degree programmes to receive
an award of the University. In June 2016, the University gave notice that the Organisational
Agreement would come to an end in August 2016, though the date of ending was later
postponed to December 2016. The University has committed itself to ensuring that students
already registered for an award of the University can complete their studies. Although the
School has been making efforts to form a partnership with another degree-awarding body,

it has not yet done so.

With a view to creating a wider appeal, and reflecting its mission to unite with the church in
training church leaders, the School, formerly the Wales Evangelical School of Theology,
adopted its present name in January 2016.

The most significant change since the previous review has been the development of the
Graduate Diploma in Theology as an online distance learning programme, supported by the
establishment of seven Learning Communities in the UK and beyond, intended to provide
local support and fellowship for distance learning students.

The School regards its key challenges as being the establishment of an agreement with a
degree-awarding body to enable it to continue offering validated degree programmes, and to
increase student numbers on its undergraduate programme. Additionally, it aspires to
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Explanation of findings

This section explains the review findings in greater detail.

1 Judgement: The maintenance of the academic
standards of awards offered on behalf of degree-awarding
bodies and/or other awarding organisations
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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-
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shows potential for overlap and lack of clarity in their responsibilities. The team
recommends that the School should clarify the terms of reference and the lines of reporting
for key committees with responsibility for academic governance.

1.14 The School implements the frameworks and regulations of the University and
operates suitable academic governance structures. The Expectation is met. However, the
lack of clarity about responsibilities within the governance structure, particularly at a time
when the School may need to consider whether and how to adopt the regulations and quality
assurance framework of a new validating partner, constitutes a moderate risk.

Expectation: Met
Level of risk: Moderate
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Expectation (A3.1): Degree-awarding bodies establish and consistently
implement processes for the approval of taught programmes and research
degrees that ensure that academic standards are set at a level which meets the
UK threshold standard for the qualification and are in accordance with their
own academic frameworks and regulations.

Quality Code, Chapter A3: Securing Academic Standards and an
Outcomes-Based Approach to Academic Awards
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Expectation (A3.2): Degree-awarding bodies ensure that credit and
gualifications are awarded only where:

1 the achievement of relevant learning outcomes (module learning
outcomes in the case of credit and programme outcomes in the case of
gualifications) has been demonstrated through assessment

1 both UK threshold standards and their own academic standards have
been satisfied.

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

Findings

1.28 The University is responsible for ensuring that credit and qualifications are awarded
to students who successfully meet the programme learning outcomes. The University
requires the School to set assessments together with marking schemes and to send these to
the external examiner for approval. The School is also required to send samples of marked
work to the external examiner and to respond to the external examiner's reports. These
arrangements, during the period of the Organisational Approval with the University, are
sufficient to meet the Expectation.

1.29 The team scrutinised the evidence supplied, including the Organisational
Agreement with the University, Assessment Board minutes, external examiners' reports and
responses, and obtained clarification at meetings with senior staff, academic staff,
professional support staff and students.

1.30 External examiners are required to attend Module Assessment and Award Boards
and to raise, with the University Vice-Chancellor, any matter of serious concern arising from
the assessments which puts in jeopardy the standard of the award or the fair treatment of
any individual student. External examiners' reports provide positive comments on
assessment and on marking, and confirm that appropriate standards are achieved.

1.31 Module and Programme Leaders attend and participate in meetings of the
University's Module Assessment Boards. The absence of external examiners from some
meetings is mitigated by contact with the external examiner before outcomes are finalised.

1.32 During the period of oversight by the University, the School has applied the
University assessment framework, which enables the achievement of learning outcomes to
be appropriately demonstrated. The School's practices are aligned with the University's
framework for oversight. The Expectation is met in respect of the provision validated by the
University. The level of risk for this provision is low.

Expectation: Met
Level of risk: Low

11
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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:

1 UK threshold academic standards are set, delivered and achieved
1 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

1.40 The policies and procedures that are intended to ensure that external and

13
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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

1.46 In reaching its judgement, the review team matched its findings against the criteria
specified in Annex 2 of the published handbook. All Expectations for this judgement area are
met with a low level of risk, with the exception of Expectations A2.1 and A3.1. Expectation
A2.1 shows lack of clarity about responsibilities within the governance structure, and has a

moderate level of risk. Expectation A3.1 contains shortcomings which constitute a weakness
in the School's academic governance and also has a moderate level of risk.

1.47 There are no features of good practice relating to this judgement area.

1.48 There is a single recommendation in this judgement area, relating to the need to
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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
processes for the design, development and approval of programmes.

Quality Code, Chapter B1: Programme Design, Development and Approval
Findings

2.1 The School takes responsibility for programme design and development, and for
preparing formal documentation required to meet University procedures in the form of
programme specifications, which are submitted to the University's validation process.
The University provides advice regarding Subject Benchmark Statements and the use of
the Quality Code in programme design and development.

2.2 The Organisational Agreement and separate agreements for each programme
define the responsibilities for the maintenance of academic standards. Each programme
agreement confirms that the University holds ultimate academic control of the programmes
and the awards. Proposals to modify validated programmes require approval from the
external examiner and are subject to University Principles and Regulations. Despite the lack
of a written procedure for the design and development of programmes, these practices are
sufficient to enable the Expectation to be met.

2.3 The review team scrutinised the written evidence including validation reports,
programme agreements, minutes of meetings and annual monitoring reports, and sought
clarification at meetings with senior staff, teaching staff, professional support staff and
students.

2.4 Although the School has a policy in respect of programme design it does not
include any indication of the process by which programme design is carried out, and has no
internal written procedure for design and development of programmes. The review team
recommends that the School should formalise and document the internal process for the
design, development and approval of programmes.

2.5 Proposals for programme development are discussed at Academic Board and then
submitted to the University for validation. The Programme Leader has responsibility for
writing the programme specifications and for collating module descriptors. The School
makes use of its links with the wider church community, particularly through student
placements, to inform programme design.

2.6 Elected student representatives are involved in the design and development of
programmes through attendance by their representative at meetings of the Academic Board
and through the provision of module feedback. Student views have informed, for instance,
the development of new modules and the inclusion of essay-writing skills in the curriculum.

2.7 Programme development is considered during annual monitoring and is discussed
at Academic Board. Teaching staff confirmed that they were able to suggest new modules
and changes to existing modules for consideration by Academic Board prior to submission to
the University for approval.

2.8 The Expectation is met for the programmes currently being delivered under the
approval of the University. Although consideration of proposals for programme development

15
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has taken place at Academic Board and during annual monitoring, the lack of a formalised
process for the design and development of future programmes constitutes a weakness in the
School's structure for academic governance, which is exacerbated by current uncertainty
about its future awarding body. The level of risk is moderate.

16
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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

Findings
29 Students who began a programme of study before 1 January 2017 were recruited
and admitted using admissions processes that were overseen by, and in accordance with,

the requirements of the University. Although the School does not have its own admissions
policy, its admissions and recruitment process has been built around the University's criteria

17
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an admissions policy that adheres to the principles of fair admission.

2.13 The review team considered the documentation that described the admissions
process and the admissions requirements of the University, as well as the information that
an applicant receives during the admissions experience, including information available on
the School's website. The team met teaching staff, professional support staff and students to
understand their view of the admissions process.

2.14 Students expressed satisfaction with the amount and nature of information they
received when applying to the School, and confirmed that they found the 'taster days'
particularly helpful, drawing attention to the availability of staff to answer any questions about
the programmes or wider student experience.

2.15 The lack of training for staff in relation to admissions processes is a weakness in
respect of the reliability and validity of admissions decisions and in respect of the School's
ability to evaluate and reflect on its processes.

2.16 The School's application flow chart does not include any reference to a complaint or
appeal policy for applicants, and no such policy is available on the website. Although the
review team heard that an applicant who wished to make a complaint would be directed to
the student Complaints and Grievances Policy, this policy does not make explicit provision
for applicants, and unsuccessful applicants are not routinely made aware of it. The lack of a
publicly available complaints procedure, alongside the failure to provide definitive information
to applicants about fees and about terms and conditions, limits the accessibility of the
School's admissions process.

2.17 The School is committed to equality of opportunity in the services it provides to
students and aspires to achieving a diverse student body. Nevertheless, the School failed to
express clearly any positive steps that it is taking to achieve such diversity. Although the
School affirmed that it welcomed applications from students of any gender, this commitment
did not appear to be reflected in the gender balance of the staff and students met by the
review team.

2.18 The School appears to have limited understanding of the responsibilities associated
with recruitment and admissions. It does not undertake regular formal evaluation or reflection

18
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concluded that mentors in Learning Communities offer effective support for learning.

2.25 In line with a recently introduced protocol for peer observation of teaching, all
full-time staff are observed annually and part-time staff every two years by observers

20
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Expectation (B4): Higher education providers have in place, monitor and
evaluate arrangements and resources which enable students to develop their
academic, personal and professional potential.

Quality Code, Chapter B4: Enabling Student Development and Achievement
Findings

2.28 The School identifies its Academic Strategic Meeting as the forum in which the
development of programmes and associated resources is discussed. The Academic Dean
provides a link between this group and Academic Board, where issues regarding student
support and development opportunities are also considered. Undergraduate students
commencing their studies are required to attend a week-long 'conference' which serves as
their induction to the School. Ongoing academic and pastoral support is provided by
academic staff and pastoral groups. Students are also encouraged and supported to engage
with the wider church community throughout their studies, including through undertaking
placements in Learning Communities and through the Union Conference. Students primarily
access the resources to support their studies through the School library and VLE.
Collectively, these arrangements have the potential to meet the Expectation.

2.29 The review team considered the effectiveness of the School's approach to enabling
students to develop their academic, personal and professional potential by speaking with
staff and students and scrutinising documentation including the minutes of committees,
induction materials, details of library provision and learning materials available to students
on the VLE.

2.30 The week-long Union Conference, which is attended by new students, including
those studying by distance learning, and by returning students, is valuable in establishing the
ethos of the School as a community of learning for those in, or aspiring to join, Christian
ministry. It is also important in providing opportunities for the development of a range of
academic skills and an introduction to library resources. The School expects students to
engage with the wider church community in order to develop their practical skills and actively
supports them by providing links to local churches and assisting them in finding jobs.

2.31 Small cohort sizes enable academic staff at the School to provide students with
high levels of support for their academic and personal development. Students are also
allocated a personal tutor whom they may meet as part of a group or on a one-to-one basis.
Additional support is also available from a part-time Welfare Officer. Students reported that
these arrangements worked well and that the personal tutor system is widely used.

2.32 The School library holds approximately 100 journal titles, 30,000 hard copies of
books and a growing number of e-books. The VLE provides students with access to a range
of additional resources associated with individual modules. The professionally accredited
librarian is proactive in developing the service and supporting students, including through
student induction sessions in, for example, information literacy. Students expressed positive
views about these sessions, whose supporting materials appeared to be of high quality.
Although students do not have access to the online facilities of the Society of College,
National and University Libraries, they may take advantage of the network of interlibrary
loans and resource support of the American Theological Library Association; additionally,
the work of some is supported by local libraries. Students expressed the view that they have
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but due to small cohort sizes it is not possible to draw meaningful conclusions about
retention and progression rates.

2.34
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Expectation (B6): Higher education providers operate equitable, valid and
reliable processes of assessment, including for the recognition of prior
learning, which enable every student to demonstrate the extent to which they
have achieved the intended learning outcomes for the credit or qualification
being sought.

Quality Code, Chapter B6: Assessment of Students and the Recognition of
Prior Learning

Findings

2.44 The School has responsibility for the assessment process, including for setting and
marking assessments, in accordance with the University's regulations. Learning outcomes
and the type and form of assessment to be used for each module are defined in the
programme specifications and in module descriptors, available on the VLE and University's
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2.52 Draft assessment tasks and marking schemes are subject to internal verification
within the School prior to being sent for approval to the external examiner. Staff receive
training in marking and follow the University's marking regulations, which include second
marking of a sample as defined in the Marking Monitoring Procedure. Outcomes of the
second marking process are recorded in a monitoring form for each module. Additionally,
samples of marked work are sent to the external examiner for scrutiny.

2.53 Although the School does not hold internal assessment boards before submitting
results to the University's Module Assessment Board (MAB), it reviews the confirmed results
from the MAB in detail to consider the progress of individual students.

2.54 The School's policy is that feedback on essays during term time should be provided
within four weeks. Students confirmed that they typically receive feedback in about four
weeks, and that feedback is helpful and constructive, but variable in depth of comment;
students also confirmed they may obtain feedback on examinations by request from a tutor.

2.55 Students with disabilities may identify their particular needs on their application
form. If accepted following professional assessment, these needs are communicated to
teaching staff. The School offers a variety of reasonable adjustments to modes of
assessment for students with disabilities.

2.56 The School has secure arrangements for managing assessment in respect of
students registered on programmes leading to awards of the University. The Expectation is
met. The assessment of any subsequent students would be under the oversight of a new
awarding body: the level of risk is accordingly low.

Expectation: Met
Level of risk: Low
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Expectation (B7): Higher education providers make scrupulous use of
external examiners.

Quality Code, Chapter B7: External Examining
Findings

2.57 The School manages its external examiners in accordance with the University's
Quality and Standards Manual. This defines the role of external examiners, their rights and
responsibilities, and procedures for their appointment and reporting. This is sufficient to allow
the Expectation to be met.

2.58 The review team looked at the external examiners' reports for the School's
undergraduate and postgraduate provision, minutes of Academic Board and examples of
Annual Monitoring Reports to assess the effectiveness of the external examining processes.
They also spoke with senior and academic staff and were provided with demonstrations of
the VLE by a member of staff and a student.

2.59
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Expectation (B8): Higher education providers, in discharging their
responsibilities for setting and maintaining academic standards and assuring
and enhancing the quality of learning opportunities, operate effective, regular
and systematic processes for monitoring and for review of programmes.
Quality Code,

27
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Expectation (B9): Higher education providers have procedures for
handling academic appeals and student complaints about the quality of
learning opportunities; these procedures are fair, accessible and timely,
and enable enhancement.

Quality Code, Chapter B9: Academic Appeals and Student Complaints
Findings

2.72 Students are made aware of the relevant processes, namely the School's
Complaints and Grievances Policy and the University's Academic Appeals Procedure,
within their Student Handbook and can access the policies from the VLE. As described in
Expectation B2, there is no procedure for complaints arising from an unsuccessful
application for admission to a programme.

2.73 Students who wish to make a complaint are encouraged to do so informally in the
first instance. If the concern cannot be resolved, the School's process enables a staged
approach to the investigation and consideration of a complaint within a timely manner,
culminating in the use of the final stage of the University's complaints policy. A student
whose complaint has completed the final stage of the complaints procedure is provided with
a Completion of Procedures letter. An appeal which has exhausted the internal process may
be taken to the Office of the Independent Adjudicator.

2.74 Where students are concerned about their academic results, they are encouraged
to speak informally with the Academic Administrator's assistant. Students who consider that
they have grounds for an academic appeal may use the University's procedure, which
stipulates a process for issues both before and after results have been confirmed.

2.75 The School's Complaints and Grievances Policy outlines the stages for
consideration of a complaint. While the procedure does not explicitly follow all of the
guidance in the Office of the Independent Adjudicator's good practice framework, students
are not prevented from having their complaints considered fairly and in a timely manner.
These arrangements are sufficient to enable the Expectation to be met.

2.76 The Complaints and Grievances Policy states that a complaint about the provision
and conduct of academic programmes cannot be used retrospectively as go7
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2.79 The School has satisfactory and accessible processes for handling appeals and
complaints. The shortcoming in relation to the limitation of grounds for appeal requires an
amendment to documentation which will not lead to major procedural change.

The Expectation is met and the level of risk is low.

Expectation: Met
Level of risk: Low
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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
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recording of the process was unclear. While the minutes of Academic Board, the Academic

Strategic Management Meeting and the Quality Review Meeting make occasional reference
to the management of provision in existing Learning Communities there is no mention of the
approval of new Learning Communities or consideration of the implications of increasing the
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Expectation (B11): Research degrees are awarded in a research environment
that provides secure academic standards for doing research and learning
about research approaches, methods, procedures and protocols.

This environment offers students quality of opportunities and the support they
need to achieve successful academic, personal and professional outcomes
from their research degrees.

Quality Code, Chapter B11: Research Degrees
Findings

2.86 Research programmes at the School are available for study on either a full-time or a
part-time basis, and for either campus-based or distance learning study. Prospective
research students access information on the website, as described in Expectation B2.
Before making an application, students are required to discuss a draft research proposal
with a potential supervisor. The application process then proceeds as reported in
Expectation B2. Each research student has two supervisors based at the School and a
director of studies based at the University. All supervisors are appointed by the University.

2.87 The School is not currently making offers to prospective research students, instead
informing them that they will make contact once a suitable relationship with a validating
partner has been established.

2.88 Research students are provided with a handbook that explains all of the reporting,
monitoring and examination processes. Students interact with their supervisor on a monthly
basis and have access to the School's library resources. Students have a formal annual
reporting requirement; the potential negative outcomes72.024 526.27 Tmbkthai
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The quality of student learning opportunities:
Summary of findings
2.93 In reaching its judgement, the review team matched its findings against the criteria

specified in Annex 2 of the published handbook. All of the Expectations for this judgement
area have been met, with the exception of Expectation B2. The associated level of risk was
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3 Judgement: The quality of the information about
learning opportunities

Expectation (C): UK higher education providers produce information for their

intended audiences about the higher education they offer that is fit for
purpose, accessible and trustworthy.

34
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The quality of the information about learning
opportunities: Summary of findings

3.11 In reaching its judgement, the review team matched its findings against the criteria
specified in Annex 2 of the published handbook. The single Expectation for this judgement
area is not met. The significant gaps in procedures relating to the quality assurance of the
management of information lead to a level of risk that is serious.

3.12 There are no features of good practice or affirmations relating to this judgement
area.

3.13 There are two recommendations in this judgement area, each of which relates to
the significant gaps in procedures identified in the Expectation. The first relates to
shortcomings in the provision of public information, while the second arises from the lack of
alignment between information in Student Handbooks and guidance from the Competition
and Markets Authority.

3.14
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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 School's approach to

37



Union School of Theology

of secure implementation of a strategic approach to enhancement indicates a weakness in
the School's academic governance structure: the level of risk is moderate.

Expectation: Met
Level of risk: Moderate
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Glossary

This glossary is a quick-reference guide to terms in this report that may be unfamiliar to
some readers. Definitions of key operational terms are also given on pages 21-24 of the
Higher Education Review (Alternative Providers) handbook.

If you require formal definitions of other terms please refer to the section on assuring
standards and quality: www.gaa.ac.uk/assuring-standards-and-quality.

User-friendly explanations of a wide range of terms can be found in the longer Glossary on
the QAA website: www.gaa.ac.uk/Pages/GlossaryEN.aspx.

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
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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 (FQHEIS).

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
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