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Introduction

The issue of quality in the Irish University sector was always dealt with on an institutional basis in that each university had its own systems for ensuring the quality of its programmes. Many traditions exist within the system, which ensured quality and standards. The principal one of these is the external examiner system whereby individuals from other universities would review examination results and other matters pertaining to individual academic programmes. While this is some manner maintained quality in the academic areas there was no real alternative system for the support areas of the universities.

This voluntary and in some ways ad hoc system was addressed and amended with the passing of two pieces of legislation. The first of these was the Universities’ Act (1997)
 and the Qualifications (Education & Training) Act (1999)
. Both these Acts of Parliament make very specific reference as to how the issue of quality must be addressed. From a university perspective the former of these two legislative measures is of far greater importance. The relevant sections of the Acts are outlined hereunder:

Section 12 (h) 
12. The objects of a university shall include …  

(h) to promote the highest standards in, and quality of, teaching and research. 
  

Section 14. (1) 
14. (1) A university, in performing its functions shall— 

(a) have the right and responsibility to preserve and promote the traditional principles of academic freedom in the conduct of its internal and external affairs, and 

(b) be entitled to regulate its affairs in accordance with its independent ethos and traditions and the traditional principles of academic freedom, and in doing so it shall have regard to—…. 

(ii) the effective and efficient use of resources, and 

(iii) its obligations as to public accountability… 
  

Section 35 
35. (1)  A governing authority, in consultation with the academic council, shall, as soon as practicable after the governing authority is established under this Act and at such 
other times as it thinks fit, require the chief officer to establish procedures for quality assurance aimed at improving the quality of education and related services provided by the university. 

(2)  The procedures shall include— 

(a) the evaluation, at regular intervals and in any case not less than once in every 10 years or such longer period as may be determined by the university in agreement with An tÚdarás (the Higher Education Authority), of each department and, where appropriate, faculty of the university and any service provided by the university, by employees of the university in the first instance and by persons, other than employees, who are competent to make national and international comparisons on the quality of teaching and research and the provision of other services at university level, and 

(b) assessment by those, including students, availing of the teaching, research and other services provided by the university, 

and shall provide for the publication in such form and manner as the governing authority thinks fit of findings arising out of the application of those procedures. 

(3) A governing authority shall implement any findings arising out of an evaluation carried out in accordance with procedures established under this section unless, having regard to the resources available to the university or for any other reason, it would, in the opinion of the governing authority, be impractical or unreasonable to do so. 

(4) A governing authority shall, from time to time, and in any case at least every 15 years, having regard to the resources available to the university and having consulted with An tÚdarás, arrange for a review of the effectiveness of the procedures provided for by this section and the implementation of the findings arising out of the application of those procedures. 

(5) A governing authority, in a report prepared in accordance with section 41, shall publish the results of a review conducted under subsection (4).  

Section 41 
(2) The governing authority shall publish the report in such form as it thinks fit and shall provide the Minister with a copy and the Minister shall cause a copy of the report to be laid before each House of the Oireachtas as soon as practicable after it is received by him or her. 

Section 49 
49.—An tÚdarás, in furtherance of its general functions under section 3 of the Higher Education Authority Act, 1971, shall assist the universities in 
achieving the objectives of Chapters IV, VII and VIII of Part III and may review ... 

(b) the procedures established in accordance with section 35, ... 

and may, following consultation with the universities, publish a report, in such form and manner as it thinks fit, on the outcome of any such review. 
  
  

Extracts from the Qualifications (Education & Training) Act (1999)
Section 40 ... 

(5) In performing its functions under section 35 and 49(b) of the Act of 1997, An tÚdarás shall consult with the (National Qualifications) Authority (of Ireland). 

The single reference to the Qualifications (Education & Training) Act (1999) is perhaps a little misleading as this act has had a major impact but not just in the area of Quality. The impact of the National Qualifications Authority of Ireland
 which was established on foot of this piece of legislation is however a matter for a different forum and how it has impacted on specific areas such as RPL is explored by Coughlan in Recognising Experiential Learning
.

The primary outcome of the enactment of the legislation in terms of quality was that the Irish Universities Association established the Irish Universities’ Quality Board
. I will now explore some of these initiatives in greater detail.

The Irish Universities’ Quality Board

In establishing this Board the Irish Universities Association made it clear that it was not attempting to impose structures on its members but rather facilitating them to meet their legislative obligations. The association states that the autonomy of each university to determine its own quality assurance procedures is provided for under the Universities Act (1997) which encourages an emphasis on quality improvement. 

In recent years, the seven Irish Universities have co-operated through the IUA in developing their quality assurance systems and in representing their approach nationally and internationally as a unique quality model appropriate to the needs of the Irish Universities.

This processed was facilitated and indeed to a certain extent driven by the Higher Education Authority which is the funding body for the Irish Higher Education System. The Authority has published its view on quality in the University sector in its report entitled  Review of Quality Assurance Procedures in Irish Universities – Reflections Document Prepared by the High Level Reference Panel, Chaired by Mr. John Dunne
. 
What the IUA has achieved or facilitated is the development of a sectoral quality improvement programme of projects across a range of areas and has done this through the Quality Board. The board itself was established in 2002 and the formal inaugural meeting took place in February 2003 to coincide with its first annual international conference. Since its inception, it has established itself as an important voice both nationally and internationally in the area of quality assurance.

Administratively the Irish Universities Quality Board was incorporated in February 2006 as a non-profit making company. The 17-member Board of Directors comprises nominees of the Irish universities, nominees of other stakeholders in Irish higher education and nominees representative of university education in Europe and North America. The Irish Universities Quality Board is convened by an independent Chair who is jointly nominated by the Irish Universities Association and the Higher Education Authority. It is funded by annual subscriptions from the seven Irish universities and by an annual grant from the Higher Education Authority (HEA).

According to its website its main aims & objectives are:

· To maintain and promote co-operation between the Irish universities in quality assurance procedures and processes, supporting the universities in their goal of achieving a culture of quality through continuous improvement in all their activities 

· To arrange regular, cyclical reviews or evaluations of the effectiveness of quality assurance and quality improvement procedures in the Irish universities as may be required by law 

· To identify international best practice in maintaining and improving quality and to promote its adoption by the Irish universities 

· With the co-operation of the Irish universities and other higher education partners, to organise and direct cross-university projects in quality improvement, with the goal of establishing and publishing national guidelines of good practice in specific areas 

· To co-operate and interact with national and international organisations in relation to quality assurance in higher education 

· To provide a source of information to stakeholders on important Irish, European and other international developments in the quality assurance of higher education 

From the perspective of lifelong learning however one of the key issues is the designation of the activity. In some of the universities the activity is deemed as an academic department and in others it is deemed as academic support department. The issue here is clearly the criteria used to bench mark the department and its activities.

For instance my own university – The University of Limerick – outlines the two processes as follows:

Academic Department:

The process of Self Assessment, Review by Peers and Quality Improvement will be undertaken by Academic Departments on a cycle occurring approximately every six years. It is expected that Departments will adopt a Quality Improvement ethos during their first cycle and the impact of subsequent Self Assessments will be less traumatic and time consuming. This will arise mostly from the quality assessment and improvement activities they will routinely carry out between assessments.

At University of Limerick, and throughout the Irish University Sector, a great deal of responsibility is placed on the Department for it's own assessment. The Department is scheduled for review in a particular year but can start sooner if it wishes, it indicates a preferred date for the Peer Review Group to visit and is required to propose members for the core of the Peer Review Group. The scope and structure of the Self Assessment and its content is largely determined by the Department and whilst guidelines are given by the University, these are often significantly exceeded. It has been the experience of the University (and indeed other Irish Universities) that the self assessment is generally very thorough, far reaching and efficiently documented.

The rules of engagement, terms of reference and so on are all encompassed in one definitive document known as the Quality Assessment Process for Academic Departments. This document is regularly updated and will always be kept up to date on this web site even to the point that the version available may still be subject to approval by the Governing Authority. The version shown here will be that which applies to Self Assessments and PRG visits currently under way.

NOTE - the first cycle is now completed and a debate is underway between the seven universities and the Irish Universities Quality Board which will lead to a refined common framework. The UL procedures for review of academic departments may have to be adjusted to align with these agreements and this will occur during late 2007.

Support Department:

Support departments are all expected to work towards development of a quality management system (QMS) and ISO9000:2000 was previously identified as a suitable target. Progress was varied and the Information Technology Division (ITD) have, in late 2005, gained ISO9000 certification. A number of other departments have also made great progress.

The newly formed Committee for Establishment of Quality Management Systems (CEQMS) met for the first time in June 2006 and have now developed a bespoke UL QMS System based on the best features of a number of systems but in many ways similar to ISO9000.

Worksheet from the QMS encourage departmental quality teams to test themselves. 

In order to monitor progress towards development of a QMS, each support department will be reviewed in a similar manner to that used for academic departments and already a number have been reviewed and the reports will be published.

The focus of the quality review is on the range of services offered by the department, the adequacy of the provision and the state of development of the quality management system and its impact on delivery of services. The review process is described in detail in the Review Guidelines document. The review is conducted by a Quality Review Group (QRG) comprising peers, stakeholders and quality experts.

Two departments were reviewed in 2005, one in 2006 and now eight are being reviewed during 2007.

All support departments will be reviewed before the end of 2007 and the resulting QRG reports will be published by mid 2008.

Conclusion:

The University sector has embraced quality in a positive fashion. There is little doubt that the instance of Government through the enactment of legislation has concentrated the minds but once the initial steps were taken the legislation has become a subsidiary consideration. The legislation may have been the primary driver but there is little doubt that the implementer has been the Irish Universities Association through its subsidiary group the Irish Universities’ Quality Board. I am not suggesting that all are firm believers but all are convinced that acceptance of the Government’s insistence and then the devising of a certain level of voluntary participation has yielded much better results than if the path had been to complete reject the notion which would no doubt have resulted in an imposed solution and one which might not have met the needs of the sector. It is still a new concept and I am certain that there will be many changes to all of our processes. The major advantage is that while the sector has the benefit of collective wisdom through the Board each university has the independence to develop a system that is right for it.

� The NQAI was established in February 2001 and full details of the Authority are available at its website http://www.nqai.ie


� The Irish Universities Quality Board (IUQB) was established in 2002 and full details are available at its website http://www.iuqb.ie


� This report can be downloaded from the Authority’s website � HYPERLINK "http://www.hea.ie/uploads/word/Quality%20Assurance%20Reflections%20Document.pdf" ��http://www.hea.ie/uploads/word/Quality%20Assurance%20Reflections%20Document.pdf� 
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