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Higher Education Council 

HANDBOOK FOR INSTITUTIONAL AUDIT

HANDBOOK FOR INSTITUTIONAL AUDIT

Introduction 
An institution scheduled for institutional audit (or applying for definitive approval) has to prepare a document ( a briefing paper) setting out their approach to managing the quality and standards of their academic work including teaching and learning, research, consultancy, knowledge transfer and community engagement in line with their Mission. This document provides information on the process. Central to institutional audit is the preparation and submission of a briefing paper – a self evaluation of the ways and extent to which the institution assures and enhances the quality of its provision. In preparing their self evaluations institutions are advised to read this document carefully and to consult the Handbook for Institutional Auditors (Appendix 7), the Qualification Framework and Code of Practice for the Assurance of Academic Quality and Standards in Higher Education (Appendix 1) and Higher Education Institutional Infrastructure and Academic Standards (Appendix 2). Institutions should also consult relevant Government policies including those on higher education, and strategic planning guidance issued from time to time by the Higher Education Council. Public sector institutions may find the questionnaires provided for private sector institutions useful when preparing their briefing paper. Guidance on writing a self evaluation is provided in Appendix 9.  Appendix 12 provides guidance for students in preparing their briefing paper.

Institutions are expected to provide a base room for the use of the audit panel during their visit. Appendix 5 provides details of what is required. Institutions are advised to appoint a senior member of staff as an institutional facilitator. Appendix 11 provides details of the role of the institutional facilitator. Appendix 7 contains a copy of the Institutional Audit Reviewers Handbook. Institutions may find it useful to consult this while they are preparing their briefing paper. The Handbook also contains a copy of the provisional timetable for the visit by the audit panel to institutions.

Institutional Audit evaluates an institution’s policies, systems, strategies and resources for quality management of the core functions of teaching and learning, research, knowledge transfer, consultancy and community service using the Council’s audit criteria.  It is also concerned with outcome standards of teaching and research. Quality management includes arrangements for quality assurance, quality support and quality enhancement, and covers aspects of input, processes and outcomes. Institutional audit will seek to assess an institution’s capacity for quality management of its academic activities in a manner that meets its specific mission, goals and objectives, and engages appropriately with the expectations and needs of various internal and external constituencies. 

Quality management entails a number of institutional planning and other action to address issues of quality and standards. These include institutional arrangements for:

· Quality assurance – the policies, systems, strategies and resources used by the institution to satisfy itself that its quality requirements and standards are being met;

· Quality support – the polices, systems, strategies and resources used by the institution to support and sustain existing levels of quality;

· Quality development and enhancement- the policies, systems, strategies and resources used by the institution to develop and enhance quality;

· Quality monitoring- the policies, systems, strategies and resources used by the institution to review, monitor and act on quality issues.

Institutional Audit in Rwanda is an evidence-based process carried out through peer review and forms part of the Rwandan Quality Assurance Framework.  It is concerned with the way in which higher education institutions exercise their powers as degree-/diploma-awarding bodies, and each review results in a report that sets out the degree of confidence that may be reasonably be placed in the provider‘s ability to assure and enhance the quality of its provision and safeguard the standards of its awards in line with the requirements of the Qualifications Framework. It covers all the educational provision for which the institution is responsible. It is also concerned with the ways in which the institution assures the quality and standards of research undertaken by academic staff,   consultancy and other knowledge transfer services offered by the institution and community service undertaken.  Subject review which is also undertaken by the Council is concerned with the quality of student learning experience, the learning outcomes they are supported in achieving and the graduates are both fit for purpose and internationally credible. The quality of research, consultancy, knowledge transfer and community service is also considered as an integral aspect of subject review.

The Council’s understanding of quality encompasses fitness for purpose, value for money, and individual and social transformation within an overarching fitness of purpose framework. With due allowance for mission differentiation and diversity, institutional audits assess whether institutions manage the quality of their core academic activities in a manner that:

· Is fit for purpose in advancing the institution’s mission and goals;

· Addresses transformational challenges for the development of individual students as well as the requirements of social and economic development;

· Provides value for money in relation to the full range of higher education purposes.

It is a process by which the Higher Education Council assures all stakeholders in higher education that the institution has adequate and appropriate mechanisms to assure the quality and protect the standards of their educational provision.  It is concerned with an evaluation of the way in which quality and standards are assured by instructions in the context of a commitment to continuous quality improvement. It provides public information on the soundness of an institution as a provider of HE qualifications of national and international credibility as well as producing high quality research and providing services to support the social and economic development of the country.
1. Central to the review is determination of the soundness of the provider’s discharge of its powers as an awarding body.  This is a question not only of the soundness of administrative procedures but also of the ways in which the provider discharges its responsibilities for granting nationally and internationally recognised academic awards in a coherent and consistent manner.
2. Institutional audit assesses whether institutions manage the quality of their core academic activities in a manner that is fit for purpose in advancing the institution’s mission, vision and strategic objectives and provides value for money. Specifically, Institutional Audit addresses the robustness and security of the systems supporting the institution’s qualifications-awarding function.
3. Institutional audit balances the need for public credibility and independent and rigorous scrutiny with the recognition that institutions themselves are best placed to provide stakeholders with valid, reliable and up-to-date information about the academic standards of their awards and the quality of their educational provision. Institutional audit encourages institutions to be self-evaluative and is therefore a process that, in itself, offers opportunities for enhancement of institutional management of standards and quality.
4. All institutions of higher education will be subject to institutional audit every five years.

The Qualification Framework and Code of Practice for the Assurance of Academic Quality and Standards in Higher Education

The important points of reference for Institutional Audit for taught programmes and research degrees are provided by the Presidential Decree, the Qualification Framework and Code of Practice for the Assurance of Academic Quality and Standards in Higher Education. Institutions should have in place the means of meeting the expectations contained in all sections of the Code. Institutions will be required to demonstrate that they have systems and policies in place to ensure that their awards are in line with the National Qualifications Framework for Higher Education and that they are complying with the National Admissions Policy. They must also demonstrate compliance with the Code of Practice on Cross-border/Transitional Provision.

(Note:  the Quality Enhancement Page on the Higher Education Council’s website will have the most up-to-date version. In case of dispute the English version is authoritative.)

 Institutions will be expected to provide information as to how they assure the quality and standards of research undertaken by academic staff, and consultancy and other knowledge transfer services offered by the institution, and community service undertaken. 

All institutions will have to show that they meet the requirements set out in the Presidential Decree

Audit Method
The Council has laid down a set of criteria for the conduct of audit. The criteria will serve as guidelines when doing their self evaluation reports. Audit panels will interpret and apply the criteria to the designated audit areas, with due consideration of the institution’s mission, context, goals and level of development of the institution being audited.

The Council employs an audit method consisting of institutional self evaluation followed by external validation by peers and experts. Self evaluation requires institutions to develop an audit portfolio, with supporting information and evidence, in which the effectiveness and efficiency of the institution’s management of the quality of core academic activities are evaluated against the Council’s audit criteria and any other relevant quality criteria the institution has set for itself.

It should be noted that the criteria cover two broad areas which will form the focus of evaluation during the audit:

1. Mission of the institution; links between planning, resource allocation and quality management;

2. Teaching, learning, learning, research, consultancy, knowledge transfer and community engagement.

The Aims and Purpose of Institutional Audit

The aims of institutional audit are to meet the public interest in knowing that higher education providers in Rwanda have:

· A mission, goals and objectives that are responsive to national, regional and international contexts. The transformational role that institutions are required to play within the national higher education context is important here. Key documents are Vision 2020, the Poverty Reduction and Economic Strategy, the National Science, Technology, Scientific Research and Innovation Policy the National Higher Education Policy. 
· Effective means of ensuring that the awards and qualifications in higher education are of an academic standard at least consistent with those referred to the Rwandan National Qualifications Framework for Higher Education and that the institutions are exercising their powers as qualification-awarding bodies in proper manner
· Institutional arrangements for a quality management system include: quality assurance policies, systems and strategies that enable institutions to satisfy themselves that quality standards and systems are being met; quality support policies, systems, strategies and resources that are used by the institution to support and sustain existing levels of quality; and quality monitoring policies, systems, strategies and resources used by the institution to review, monitor and act on quality issues.
· A quality culture and a commitment to continuous improvement, particularly by building on information gained through monitoring, internal and external reviews and feedback from stakeholders; 

· Effective means of providing learning opportunities of a quality that enables students, whether on taught or research programmes, to achieve higher education awards and qualifications.

The objectives of the process are to:

· Ensure that institutions have in place effective systems for fulfilling their missions and achieving  their objectives in an efficient and effective manner and are able to demonstrate  the relevance of the provision they are making;
·  Ensure that policies, practices and procedures are in place to ensure that the academic standards of higher education awards and qualifications are maintained and securely managed;
· Enable students and other stakeholders to have confidence in the learning opportunities that are provided and the quality and standards of academic provision;
· Contribute, in conjunction with subject review, to the promotion and enhancement of quality in teaching, learning and assessment;
· Ensure that the institution has in place , as appropriate to its mission, systems for supporting, monitoring  and evaluating the quality and standard of research, consultancy, knowledge transfer and community service engaged in by academic staff

Focuses for Institutional Audit

1. Institutional Mission – the institution has a clearly stated mission and purpose with goals and priorities, which are responsive to its local, national and international context. There are effective strategies in place for the realisation and monitoring of these goals and priorities. Human, financial and infrastructural resources are available to achieve these goals and priorities.

2. Institutional Management of Academic Standards – the institution has systems in place for external examiners, external reviewers, and assessment policies and regulations to ensure the maintenance of academic standards.
3. Institutional Management of Learning Opportunities - the use made of external examiners and reviewers, research and other scholarly activity to inform teaching, learning resources, admission policies, student support and guidance, staff appraisal and academic staff development including staff engaging with pedagogic developments in their discipline.
4. Academic Support Services - including the library, learning materials, computer support services, teaching accommodation, specialist facilities, ancillary support for learning and teaching.
5. Institutional approaches to Quality Assurance and Enhancement – the existence of a quality assurance handbook readily available to all academic staff, the use made of external examiner reports, internal and external review, student feedback, management information, dissemination of good practice and staff development to enhance quality.
6. (Where appropriate) Institutional Arrangements for Postgraduate Research Students - including the arrangements for supervision and the training of supervisors, student feedback, monitoring of student progress and the provision made for students;
7. Institutional arrangements for the quality assurance, development, support, increasing productivity and monitoring of research and consultancy activities;
8. Institutional arrangements for the quality assurance, development, support and monitoring of community engagement; 
9. Administrative and Management Issues - including governance, leadership, academic management, the admission of students and support of students, staff appointment procedures, development opportunities, appraisal and promotion. The qualities and competencies of academic staff are appropriate for a provider with qualification-awarding powers, including maintaining high professional standards and acceptance of the professional responsibilities of operating in a higher education environment.
10. Community Service and Good Governance – the institution plays an active role in inculcating an ethic of community service and the ways these are linked to learning and teaching.

Information

An audit team will have available to it a variety of information sources including:

1. A briefing paper prepared by the institution outlining its approach to managing the security of the academic standards of its awards and the quality of its educational provision and evaluating the effectiveness of its approach. An index to the briefing paper will list all the existing documents cited by the institution to illustrate its approach and support its evaluation of that approach. The documents will be made available to the team during the visit and the Review Team may request documents in advance of the visit. 
2. The briefing paper is the principal reference document considered by the team undertaking the audit.   The paper is an analytical and critical self-evaluation and relates to the whole of the institution. The paper provides the main opportunity for the provider to set out its considered answers about how effectively it is in effectively discharging its responsibility for the standard of the awards it grants and for the quality of the education it provides to enable students to achieve that standard.  

3. Key documents such as the institution’s strategic plan, quality manual and other documents that the institution wishes to submit;
4. A briefing paper prepared by students on behalf of the students of the institution

The Process

1. The Higher Education Council publishes a schedule of audit visits such that institutions have at least six months’ advance notice of a visit
2. Three months before the visit the institution submits 5 copies of its briefing paper (in English and in the case of private providers the appropriate fee) describing its approach to quality and standards. The paper should be reflective as well as descriptive and cover the following questions: what are we trying to do; why are we trying to do it; how are we doing it; why is it the best way to do it; how do we know it works and; how can we improve it? The paper should outline the approach taken by the institution to the management of the security of the academic standards of its awards and the quality of its educational provision. It should give a clear picture of the institution’s approach and an evaluation of the strengths and weaknesses of that approach. The Institutional Briefing Paper should have the following sections:

· Introduction and Background–Mission, vision, values, strategic and academic  planning;

· A description of the governance of the institution including the Board of Directors, Senate, Executive Council and Faculty Councils. The organisational structure of the institution and the opportunities for student participation;

· Institutional Management of Academic Standards – the approach taken by the institution to ensure the maintenance of academic standards;

· Institutional Management of Learning Opportunities;

· Academic Support Services;

· Institutional Approaches to Quality Assurance and Enhancement; 

· Institutional Arrangements for Postgraduate Research Students;

· Institutional Arrangements for Supporting Research and Consultancy;

· Student Support and Guidance;

· Administration and Management; 

· Community Service and Good Governance.

3. The Institutional Briefing Paper is sent to the members of the audit team two months in advance of the audit visit.
4. One month before the scheduled visit the audit team meet to discuss the issues they wish to pursue during the visit and to determine if there is information or evidence they wish the institution to provide in advance of the visit. Following this meeting the Audit Team Chair draws up the agenda for the audit, and, when the team members have approved it, this is sent to the institution.
5. The Audit Team Chair and Secretary visit the institution about one month before the visit to agree the physical and other arrangements for the visit.  The institution’s Director of Academic Quality or equivalent officer is the contact person.
6. The Audit Team will visit the institution for between three and five days in order to gain a sound understanding of the institution and its approach to the strategic management of academic standards and quality. During the visit the team will test and verify the judgements in the briefing papers, review with the provider any specific concerns that have arisen during subject reviews and gather any further evidence necessary to enable it to form a view on the effectiveness of the institution’s arrangements for the overall management of quality and standards and of its awarding function. The team will pursue the issues it identified at its meeting, study further institutional documentation relating to the management of standards and quality and meet groups of staff and students. The agenda for the visit will include meetings with students so that it can gain first-hand information on the students’ experience as learners and on their engagement with the institution’s approach to quality assurance and enhancement. The team will also include a meeting with senior staff and meetings with samples of staff and students.   

Membership of the Audit Team

The audit team should normally comprise five members - the Chair who should be a senior academic/academic administrator (The Director General/a Director of the Higher Education Council or a Rector or Vice Rector Academic or other senior academic who has experience of being on an institutional audit or licensing review team member), three academics who have significant experience of teaching and research, and the secretary to the team – usually an officer from the Higher Education Council. (When the Audit is undertaken following an application for recognition for qualification awarding powers – a definitive operating agreement - the team should normally include a member with expertness in administration and finance).

The internal auditors for any given visit, including the Chair, are nominated by the Director of the Higher Education Council. They are selected from a register of approved and trained auditors. 

The Audit Visit
The audit visit lasts between three and five days. The institution is required to provide a base room and a meeting room for the audit team for the duration of the visit (see Appendix 6).  (The Council makes all the arrangements for the travel and accommodation of the audit team members.) During the visit the audit team will ‘test’ the institution’s self assessment by consulting the documents provided in the base room and meeting with senior managers, groups of staff,  of  present and graduated students, employers and other stakeholders and the Chair and members of the institution’s Board of Directors. The draft timetable for the visit is included in the Institutional Auditors Handbook – Appendix 7)

Given the difficulty in explaining in writing the nuances and complexity of a vibrant intellectual culture supporting high quality learning , teaching, research, innovation, consultancy and community engagement the audit team will explore with the members of the relevant institutional consistencies they meet  the institutional culture. Specifically they will explore the relationship between the institutional mission and planning through a discussion of the following:

· The unique and distinctive ways in which the institution enriches and adds excellence to the higher education sector–nationally, regionally and internationally;

· How the institution provides a vibrant intellectual culture;

· How the institution supports the absorption and transmission  of cutting-edge knowledge;  

· How the institution acts as an incubator of new ideas and cutting-edge knowledge and technologies within the national system of innovation;

· Examples in the last three years of institutional success in promoting and enhancing quality.

The Outcomes and Audit Report

The Audit Report, which will be in narrative style, will be prepared within 10 weeks of the visit and submitted to the institution so that they can make comments on factual accuracy. The report will then be published and made publicly available. The report has the same structure as the institutional briefing papers. The audit team conclude their report by making a judgement as to the confidence that can reasonably be placed in the soundness of the institution’s present and likely future management of the academic standards of its awards and the confidence that can reasonably be placed in the soundness of the present and likely future management of the quality of learning opportunities available to students. 

· Confidence means that the institution is judged to possess rigorous mechanisms for the management of the security of the academic standards of its awards and is using these effectively and consistently, that it is providing high-quality learning opportunities for students, and that it has mechanisms in place for enhancing the quality of its provision. A judgement of confidence may be accompanied by a small number of recommendations that are considered desirable, but there will be none that are considered essential or advisable.  

· Limited Confidence indicates that there is evidence that the institution’s capacity to manage the quality of learning opportunities and/or the security of the standard of its awards soundly and effectively is limited.  The reason for the judgement may be significant weaknesses in the institution’s structures and procedures or in their implementation. The judgement of limited confidence is not one of failure but an indication that improvements need to be made. A judgement of limited confidence will be accompanied by a number of recommendations that are essential and/or advisable as well as a number considered desirable. The institution will be asked to submit an action plan to the Higher Education Council within three months of receipt of the report, indicating how it intends to address the recommendations, and to provide a subsequent report when the action plan has been implanted. This has to be within 12 months of the audit. Failure to do so, or a report that is deemed not to demonstrate that adequate action has been taken, will mean that the outcome of the report is amended to ‘no confidence’.
· No confidence indicates that there is substantial evidence of serious and fundamental weaknesses in the institution’s capacity to secure the academic standards of its awards and/ or maintain the quality of its educational provision. A judgement of no confidence will be accompanied by a number of recommendations that are considered essential, as well as a number that are considered advisable and /or desirable. Within three months of the publication of the report the institution will be required to submit an action plan to the Higher Education Council, with implementation times within 12 months, showing how it intends to address the recommendations Three-monthly progress reports will have to be submitted to the Higher Education Council. The institution will be visited at the end of the 12 months. If the judgement of ‘no confidence’ remains this will be reported to the Minister for Education, who will determine if the institution should be closed or what other action should be taken.
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