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1. Introduction 
 
The European Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the European Higher Education Area 
(Draft - September 2014) states that at the heart of all quality assurance activities are the twin purposes 
of accountability and enhancement. Taken together, these create trust in the higher education 
institution’s performance. A successfully implemented quality assurance system should provide 
information to assure the higher education institution and the public of the quality of the higher 
education institution’s activities (accountability), as well as provide advice and recommendations on 
how it might improve what it is doing (enhancement). Quality assurance and quality enhancement are 
thus inter-related. They can support the development of a quality culture that is embraced by students, 
staff, institutional leadership and management. 

 
2. Current Developments in the Irish Higher Education Quality Environment 

 
The Irish Higher Education quality environment is currently in an unprecedented state of flux. As part of 
the implementation of the Qualification and Quality Assurance Act (2012), Quality and Qualifications 
Ireland (QQI), in November 2013, initiated a range of rolling reviews and policy proposals, including:  
 
• The development of a new model for the institutional review of Irish Higher Education  

 
• The development of a new sector-wide Framework for Quality Assurance in Higher Education 
 
• The above two developments will trigger a review of the internal UCD Framework for Quality Review 
 
• Additional responsibilities for universities, acting as Designated Awarding Bodies, to oversee the 

Quality Assurance arrangements for collaborative and transnational linked providers 
 

• International Education Mark – in conjunction with the HE sector, QQI will develop a Code of Practice 
for the provision of education and training programmes to international students and authorize the 
use of an international education mark by providers who comply with the Code.  The issue of visas to 
prospective students may be linked to the register of programmes with IEM recognition 

 
• The development of a new method for universities to report annually on the quality of their 

provision 
 
UCD has engaged with (and will continue to do so) QQI and the wider HE sector, to progress these 
initiatives during 2014-15. 
 

3. Qualifications and Quality Assurance (Education and Training) Act 2012 
 
Under the Qualifications and Quality Assurance (Education and Training) Act 2012 s 28(2), all universities 
(and a number of other education providers): 
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shall establish procedures in writing for quality assurance for the purposes of establishing, 
ascertaining, maintaining and improving the quality of education, training, research and related 
services the provider provides. 

 
and by s 28(4), these procedures must include “evaluation … of the education, training, research and 
related services provided by that provider”, “review … of the quality assurance procedures”, 
“preparation of a report”, “publication of the report”, and “implementation of the measures (if any)” 
which the report considers necessary to establish, ascertain, maintain and improve the quality of 
education, training, research and related services provided. 
 
This replaces Universities Act, 1997, section 35, which was repealed by Qualifications and Quality 
Assurance (Education and Training) Act 2012 schedule 2 part 1.   
 
When QQI produces a new Framework for Quality Assurance in Irish Higher Education, as required by 
the 2012 Act, UCD will in turn, review its own Quality Framework to ensure appropriate alignment with 
the national guidelines. 
 

4. Quality Review  
 
As part of UCD’s ongoing commitment to enhance the student experience, provide academically 
excellent programmes and support teaching and learning through the provision of high quality, reliable 
and user-friendly academic, administrative and student support services, the following units and 
programmes underwent quality assurance review by external Review Groups during 2013-14. 
 

Quality Reviews Completed in 2013-14 
• UCD Bursar's Office  
• UCD Quality Office  
• UCD School of Agriculture and Food Science  
• UCD School of Electrical, Electronic and Communications Engineering 
• UCD Research Institutes 
• UCD School of English, Drama and Film  
• UCD School of Chemistry and Chemical Biology   
• UCD School of Biology and Environmental Science  
• UCD School of Politics and International Relations  
• Penang Medical College, Malaysia - Joint Review with RCSI   
 
Statutory quality review is undertaken on a seven year cycle. UCD will complete its second review cycle 
in 2015-16. In the seven year review period, nearly 70 reviews will have been completed, including eight 
reviews of collaborative programmes with overseas and home partners. The key stages of review 
includes: the preparation of a self-assessment report by the unit/programme under review; a site visit 
by an external review group which produces a report with recommendations for enhancement; the unit 
reviewed then prepares a quality improvement plan which outlines how the unit will address each 
recommendation; and a formal progress review meeting is held approximately twelve months after the 
quality improvement plan has been approved. 
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The Review Group Reports and associated Quality Improvement Plans are available at: 
www.ucd.ie/quality.  A breakdown of recommendations by theme, from 2013-14 Review Reports, is set 
out below.  The distribution of recommendations arising in each thematic category is broadly in line with 
the recommendation profile made in each review period since 2008.  
 
Quality Review Reports (n=10) 

 
 
Quality Reviews are undertaken by Peer Review Groups, comprising external senior staff from 
institutions worldwide and UCD staff who have no links with the School/Support Unit under review (or 
their associated College/Directorate).  In 2013-14 external Review Group members were drawn from the 
following countries: 
 
• France 
• United Kingdom 
• Belgium 
• Australia 
• Norway 
• Malaysia 
• Canada 
• USA 
 
The participation of senior international staff in Quality Review Groups helps to benchmark UCD’s 
provision against leading world institutions and also serves to promote UCD’s profile globally. A list of 
internal and external reviewers who participated in UCD Quality Reviews during 2013-14 is set out in 
Appendix 1. 

 
  

2013-2014 Review Group Recommendations 
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Table 1: Feedback from Internal & External Reviewers (n=24) for UCD Quality Reviews 2013-14 

 
Feedback from Review Groups (see Table 1 above) indicate that overall, UCD units prepared well for 
Quality Review, with the majority of Self-Assessment Reports (SAR) providing a useful analysis of the 
units core activities.  One reviewer’s comment echoed the views of a number of reviewers: 
 

‘A reasoned analysis admitting a problem is likely to lead to more productive discussion’.  
 

However the words ‘reasoned analysis’ should be stressed; ‘admitting a problem’ on its own would be 
insufficient without the analysis, thoughts about approaches to resolving it and intentions to do so.  
There were some instances, however, where Self-Assessment Reports lacked a sufficient level of critical 
self-reflection.   
 
The UCD Quality Office already provides Self-Assessment Report exemplars to units preparing for 
review, and briefing sessions for SAR Co-ordinating Committees, but will continue to explore 
opportunities to further enhance the ‘reflective’ aspect of Self-Assessment Reports.  
 
All units engaged positively with the Quality Review process. A number of unit heads noted that 
preparation for review, combined with the Review Group Report recommendations for enhancement, 
provided a positive driver for change.  
 

5. Emerging Institutional Issues From Quality Review Reports (January 2013-September 2014) 
 
For information, Appendix 2 sets out emerging issues from Quality Review Reports for School/Service 
Unit reviews undertaken in the period January 2013-September 2014.  The issues arising refers both to 
recommendations specifically targeted at University, College or other University Units and also themes 
from School-focused recommendations that collectively may have implications for institutional 
processes.  
 
The emerging themes identified in the report will be monitored by UCD Quality Office as the issues are 
addressed within individual Quality Improvement Plans at School, College and Institutional level, as 
appropriate.   
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In addition, key staff across the University (e.g. College Vice-Principals for Teaching and Learning/Vice-
Principals for Research and Innovation) will be asked to consider relevant issues/themes and to address 
these as appropriate. 
 

6.  Examples of other UCD Quality Enhancement Initiatives 
 
Quality, and quality enhancement of UCD’s activities, is the responsibility of all staff and is, therefore, a 
cross-institution activity. Some examples of quality enhancement projects are given below: 
 
Enhancement Activities and Developments 
 
(i) Facilitating Self-assessment for Teaching & Learning for Quality Review 

 
 UCD T&L organised a series of workshops in conjunction with the UCDQO to co-facilitate School 

internal self-evaluation dialogue and action planning for writing the Quality Review Self-assessment 
Report sections for: Teaching, Learning & Assessment and Curriculum Design and Review.  

 
(ii) Quality Review – UCD Research & Library Quality Review Framework 

 
 UCD Research and UCD Library (supported by the UCD Quality Office) have developed a framework 

to assist schools, colleges and institutes in the quality review process.  The framework provides easy 
access to the research information required to complete a review.  It also provides access to sample 
reports and lists relevant contact details. 

 
 The Quality Review framework provides access to information on the following: 

YIELD: Research funding and benchmarks 
IMPACT: Bibliometric analysis, downloads, esteem and awards 
PROFILE / ENVIRONMENT: Assets, resources, collaborations and partnerships 

 
(iii) UCD Library  

 
UCD Library in response to recommendations arising in Quality Review Reports has piloted two new 
library developments:  
 
• A pilot ‘early opening’ project was launched in the main James Joyce Library in early November 

with the library opening from 7.00 am Monday to Friday.  This has proved very popular with 
users, particularly those studying on the taught master’s programmes. 

 
• In Semester One, 2013/14, the James Joyce Library successfully piloted the use of students 

working on library service desks and this has proved to be quite successful.  UCD Library believes 
there is scope to explore the possibility of using student assistance to extend the current 
Blackrock opening hours. 

 
  

6 
 



A range of other projects are ongoing, including: 
 
(i) Blended Design for Large Classes 

 
Teaching classes with large numbers of students can be challenging.  More effective and efficient 
use of the blended learning environment can be one approach to enhancing the experience for 
staff and students in this area.  Eight module co-ordinators are participating in the design of 
blended learning modules for large classes.  Feedback from staff and students will be analysed to 
explore the effectiveness and efficiency of these approaches 

 
(ii) Quality Office Student Podcast  

 
A Student Podcast has been developed to provide an aid to students explaining the purpose of 
quality review; the importance of their role and involvement in the review process and the 
expected outputs.   

 
(iii) Student Personal and Professional Development 

 
In UCD there are in excess of 1,100 stage one students following professional programmes.  In each 
of these programmes aspects of personal and professional development (PPD) are introduced in 
varying degrees within the first year.  While many students entering these professional degree 
programmes have a good understanding of the professional careers that they will ultimately enter, 
their entry level professional attributes are rarely considered. 
 
This project will evaluate the first year experience and engagement across professional 
programmes in order to gain a better understanding of the current status quo in terms of 
professional awareness and attributes, student expectations and student readiness for entering the 
professional environment. 

 
(iv) Assessment Redesign 

 
The aim of the project is the redesign and development of assessments that encourage active, high 
quality student learning whilst also being most time-efficient for staff (streamlining staff workload 
associated with designing assessment, grading and giving feedback). Other project objectives 
include: 
 
• Generate baseline data on current assessment practices; 
• Articulation of ‘headline’ programme and stage outcomes; 
• Revision of assessment type and quantity; 
• Implementation of new assessment practices for first year students; 
• Development of a Programme Guide to Assessment. 
 
Phase one will focus on work with the following pilot programmes/schools: Architecture, Physics, 
Radiography, Social Science and Veterinary Medicine. 
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Phase two will allow the work completed by the pilot programmes/schools to inform a roll-out of 
similar assessment review and redesign at first year level with other UCD programmes/schools.  
Other activities will include an evaluation of activity conducted in phase one and the dissemination 
of experience, case-studies and resources arising from the initial project activities. 

 
(v) Writing and Teaching 

 
Writing is central to the experience of most UCD students, and effective writing is valued by 
examiners and employers alike.  But writing is not a discrete activity: it is related to critical thinking, 
organisation, problem solving, innovation and creativity.  At UCD, many colleagues currently use 
writing in their teaching in effective and imaginative ways.  This project aims to develop that 
provision by sharing and coordinating existing practices and by introducing UCD staff to a range of 
approaches to the use of writing in the classroom (‘writing across the disciplines’, ‘writing to learn’, 
‘writing based teaching’).  The project is relevant to all subject disciplines at UCD, but has a special 
focus on first year. 

 
(vi) Collaborative Programmes Workshops 

 
UCD has seen an increase in its collaborative and transnational programme portfolio over the last 
five years.  There is a wide range of supports available to staff engaged in such programmes, 
including guidance documentation, clearly defined approval processes and procedures, quality 
review and quality assurance mechanisms and ongoing development of the relevant student 
support systems.  It is important that we ensure that our approach to the process of promoting, 
supporting and facilitating collaborative programmes is coordinated, effective and fit for purpose.  
A series of Workshops sponsored by the Registrar, coordinated by the Academic Secretariat, and 
facilitated by UCD Human Resources has been organized to explore the range of relevant issues 
across the following five themes: 
 
• Strategic Initiatives: Cost/Benefit and Risk Assessment 
• Typology of Collaborative Provision 
• Systems and Support Services 
• Protocol for Agreements 
• Counting and Reporting 

 
7. Conclusion  

 
The Quality Review Group Report (November 2013) for the UCD Quality Office affirms that the 
“University’s governance arrangements and processes are fully compliant with statutory and legislative 
requirements” (para 7.1.1).  The Review Report also concluded that, the arrangements and practices 
adopted and implemented by the University, under the auspices of the Academic Council Committee on 
Quality, take account of national and relevant European and international best practice (para 7.1.2). 
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Across the various Quality Review Reports a number of observations were made by Review Groups 
which are worth noting and included: 
 
• Approachable staff and excellent support provided to students 
• The professional conduct of assessment processes, engagement with and support of the external 

examiners, and efficient management of examination boards by academic and support staff 
• The dedication and professionalism of the programme administrators 
• The hard work and dedication to the maintenance of standards and the quality of the student 

experience shown by staff during a period of significant resource reduction 
• The effective working relationship with the student body 

 
The University recognizes that there is no room for complacency, however, and will continue to reflect 
on its performance, and seek additional ways to further enhance provision, notwithstanding the impact 
of reduced staffing and the current financial and workload challenges.     
 
As indicated in the introduction to this report, the Irish Higher Education quality environment is 
changing.  UCD will continue to play a significant role in shaping the future policy and regulatory 
framework affecting quality in the university sector.  
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Appendix 1 
 

University College Dublin 
 

Quality Review Group Membership 2013-2014 
 
 

UCD Bursar’s Office, 23-26 September 2013 
• Mr. Phil Harding, Finance Director, University College London 
• Mr Allan Tait, Chief Financial Officer, University of Melbourne 
• Professor Muiris O’ Suilleabháin, UCD School of Archaeology (Chair) 
• Ms. Carmel O’Sullivan, Associate Librarian, UCD (Deputy Chair) 
 
UCD Quality Office, 11-14 November 2013 
• Professor Denise McAlister, PVC, T & L, University of Ulster (Deputy Chair) 
• Ms. Gro Hanne Aas, Asst. Deputy Director General, HE, Norway Quality Agency 
• Professor Tom Bolger (Chair) 
 
UCD School of Agriculture and Food Science, 18-21 November 2013 
• Professor John Kennelly, University of Alberta, Canada 
• Professor Mike Gooding, University of Reading, UK 
• Professor Gerard Fealy, UCD School of Nursing, Midwifery & Health Systems (Chair) 
• Dr Marie Clarke, UCD School of Education (Deputy Chair) 
 
UCD Research Institutes, 19-22 November 2013 
• Professor Pat Thomson, University of Nottingham, UK 
• Professor John Coggins, University of Glasgow, UK  
• Professor Brian Nolan, Principal, UCD College of Human Sciences (Chair) 
• Professor Alan Baird, UCD School of Veterinary Medicine (Deputy Chair) 
 
UCD School of Electrical, Electronic and Communications Engineering, 25-28 Nov 2013 
• Professor David Limebeer, University of Oxford, UK 
• Professor Dr Ir Joos Vandewalle, Katholieke Universiteit Leuven, Belgium 
• Dr Declan Patton, UCD School of Nursing, Midwifery & Health Systems (Chair) 
• Professor Lorraine Hanlon, UD School of Physics (Deputy Chair) 
 
UCD School of English, Drama and Film, 25-28 Feb 2014 
• Professor Elizabeth Butler Cullingford, University of Texas at Austin, USA 
• Professor Josephine McDonagh, King's College London, UK 
• Dr Maeve Houlihan,  UCD School of Business (Chair) 
• Professor Pat Lonergan, UCD School of Agriculture & Food Science (Deputy Chair) 
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UCD School of Biology and Environmental Science, 31 Mar-3 April 2014 
• Professor Keith Lindsey, Durham University, UK 
• Professor Prof Mike T Siva-Jothy, University of Sheffield, UK 
• Professor Tadhg O’Keefe, UCD School of Archaeology (Chair) 
• Professor Torres Sweeney, UCD School of Veterinary Medicine (Deputy Chair) 
 
UCD School of Politics and International Relations, 8-11 April 2014 
• Professor Layna Mosley, Chapel Hill North Carolina, USA 
• Professor Christopher Hill, University of Cambridge, UK 
• Professor Gethin McBean, UCD School of Biomolecular & Biomedical Sciences (Chair) 
• Dr Aoife Ahern, UCD School of Civil, Structural & Environmental Engineering (Deputy Chair) 
 
UCD School of Chemistry and Chemical Biology, 14-17 April 2014 
• Professor Dominique Langevin, Université Paris-Sud, France 
• Professor Alison Rodger, Warwick University, UK 
• Professor Michael Gilchrist, UCD School of Mechanical & Materials Engineering (Chair) 
• Professor David Croke, (RCSI) 
 
Overseas Programmes - Penang Medical College, Malaysia (RCSI), 2-8 May 2014 
• Dr John Jenkins, Clinical Director, Antrim Area Hospital, UK 
• Ms Sarah Butler, Assistant Director QAA & Director of Academic Support, University of Sussex 

(Chair) 
• Dato’ Dr Abdul Hamid Abdul Kadir, Professor and Head of Orthopaedics, MAHSA University College, 

Kuala Lumpur  
• Professor Grace Mulcahy, UCD (Deputy Chair) 
• Professor Paul Gallagher, RCSI 
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Appendix 2 
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Emerging Institutional Level Issues from UCD Quality Review Reports 
January 2013-September 2014 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

UCD Quality Office  
September 2014 
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Emerging Institutional Issues from UCD Quality Review Reports 

 
January 2013-September 2014 

 
This paper highlights emerging issues from Quality Review Reports for School/Service Unit reviews 
undertaken between January 2013 and May 2014.  The content below refers both to recommendations 
specifically targeted at University, College or other central University Units and also themes from 
School-focused recommendations that collectively may have implications for institutional processes.  
The issues are grouped under a number of key themes. 
 
The emerging themes identified in this report will be monitored by the UCD Quality Office as the issues 
are addressed within individual Quality Improvement Plans at School, College and Institutional level, as 
appropriate.  
 
In addition, key staff across the University (e.g. College Vice-Principals for Teaching and Learning/Vice-
Principals for Research and Innovation) will be asked to consider relevant issues/themes and to address 
these as appropriate. 
 
Teaching and Learning 
 
In a number of Schools, the ‘traditional’ lecture remains the dominant form of teaching.  A number of 
recommendations encouraged greater use of student-centred learning techniques, encompassing 
modern pedagogic developments and web-based approaches. 
 
A more consistent timeline for the provision of feedback to students for assessed work should be agreed 
within programmes. 
 
There were some concerns that within a number of programmes were iniquities in the relative student 
workloads for some apparently equivalent modules.  A more consistent module structure in relation to 
teaching contact, assessment approaches, student workload and credits attained may be needed to 
ensure equity and parity between modules. 
 
Generally, school module portfolios should be periodically reviewed to ensure that teaching provision 
more appropriately reflects the staff resources available. 
 
Plagiarism remains a ‘live’ issue for UCD programmes delivered overseas. 
 
In some Schools there appears to be an issue around poor student engagement, commonly expressed as 
poor attendance rates on modules. 
 
Research 
 
A number of Reports recommended that schools should continue to enhance the training of new PhD 
students in teaching activities.  Further, there appears to be scope for more training in various 
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professional skills, communications and spin-off/innovative activities during the PhD programme and for 
cooperation on this with other institutions. 
 
A challenge for Colleges/Schools will be to maintain research performance achieved in recent years at a 
time of significant reductions in government funding. 
 
Recommendations for the development and formalisation of the mentoring scheme for early career 
staff were made in a number of Review Reports - for example, a process of internal peer review of early 
career staff grant submissions was deemed desirable. 
 
Some Review Reports suggested that Schools might consider the use of benchmarking to drive research 
performance.  Such benchmarks could include the setting of minimum criteria for publications, grant 
income and grant submission. 
 
Quality Assurance 
 
It appears that staff-student liaison committees/fora are not in place in all Schools/Programme areas.  In 
some cases, where they do ‘exist’ – a number have not met for some time and in other cases, students 
are unaware that such a mechanism exists. 
 
Enhanced analysis and use of data within some Schools is needed to inform decision making e.g. student 
completion statistics; progression data 
 
A general point noted in a number of Review Reports was that modules are evaluated by students using 
UCD’s online module enhancement process and feedback is used by module coordinators to address 
issues identified.  However, students do not appear to be provided with feedback about these 
enhancements. 
 
Staffing 
 
The implications of reduced staffing and critical gaps in School staffing as a result of current financial 
challenges were highlighted across most Schools; staff related recommendations were made in the 
context of maintaining the quality of provision and for School, programme and UCD reputation. 
 
The development of workload models was acknowledged in a number of reviews, however 
recommendations across most school reviews, referred to the need for adjustments and refinements in 
the balance of activities and greater transparency.  There also appears to be some scope to implement a 
more systematic way to deal with staff who might be over and/or under performing in particular areas.   
 
The limited and/or lack of promotion opportunities for academic and administrative staff appears to 
have significantly impacted on staff morale. 
 
A number of Review Reports commented that staff appear to be stretched by current teaching loads and 
concerns were expressed about maintenance of module/programme quality, particularly with regard to 
planned expansion of programmes/student recruitment, without any associated expansion of staff 
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levels.  A number of Review Groups reported that heavy teaching loads were affecting research success 
in some areas. 
 
The lack of administrative support in a number of Schools appears to be having an adverse impact on 
academic staff who must absorb increasing administrative workloads. 
 
Staff Development  
 
Issues relating to early-career academics and researchers were raised in most reviews.  A recurring issue 
was the need for ongoing and enhanced mentoring to support development of their careers and to 
provide guidance about promotion. 
 
A number of Review Reports recommended the need for Schools to develop strategies to deal with up-
coming retirements and also, in some cases, the lack of senior academics. 
 
Administration 
 
A number of concerns were raised in relation to the timing of communications from central University 
administrative units (often at busy times for School administration); and similarly, different units within 
the University asking for information back from Schools at the same time – often with similar deadlines.   
 
Planning 
 
In the Quality Review of collaborative partners it was recommended that informal liaison arrangements 
were no longer appropriate.  Formal record keeping and monitoring of programmes/institutional links 
should be put in place to inform planning and programme enhancements. 
 
Greater strategic planning is recommended within Colleges with regard to areas such as 
internationalisation, space and facilities, with enhanced College/School communication regarding 
strategic planning issues. 
 
Colleges might consider a mapping of the teaching and research activities within schools with a view to 
the development of a short and long-term strategy. 
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