
The UK quality assurance system is robust, and
evolves in the light of experience

11 The robust arrangements for assuring quality
and securing standards in UK universities are
led by universities themselves. The combination
of thorough internal processes, rigorous
external review, and a commitment to
continuous improvement is designed to

universities enhance the student experience. 
It is an approach which is widely admired
internationally, and has influenced the
development of quality assurance systems
worldwide. 

12 However, UK universities are not complacent
about quality or standards. The quality
assurance system is kept constantly under
review and continues to evolve in the light of
experience.

Quality and
standards in 
UK universities: 
A summary

■ The National Student Survey provides
information for universities and the public about
students’ views about their university
experience, including their overall satisfaction.
This informs universities’ own work to improve
what they do.

■ Learning from external review: As well as
learning from reviews of their own institution,
universities learn from the experience of others.
The Quality Assurance Agency publishes themed
reports to help universities do this.

■ The Higher Education Academy: supports
professionalism in teaching through
professional development, the UK Professional
Standards Framework, and fellowship schemes.
The Academy also supports universities’
continuous efforts to improve students’
experience of higher education by encouraging
staff to learn from each other through Subject
Centres and sharing good practice.

If things go wrong, there are measures to
address complaints

10 Student satisfaction is consistently high in UK
universities, as evidenced by a number of
independent sources, including the National
Student Survey. However, there are robust
systems in place to deal with complaints made
by students or others: 

■ Student complaints: are handled by the Office of
the Independent Adjudicator in England and
Wales, the Scottish Public Services Ombudsman

Northern Ireland.

■ Causes for concern identified by stakeholder
bodies and whistleblowers, where there is
substantiating documentary evidence, can be
investigated by the Quality Assurance Agency.

■ Providing information to the funding bodies
which have a statutory responsibility to provide
for the assessment of the quality of the higher
education they fund.

Universities work with, and respond to, the
views of students and employers 

7 Across the UK, students are increasingly
involved in all the mechanisms by which
universities manage quality and standards, from
internal and external review, to membership 
of the Quality Assurance Agency’s Board. The
National Student Survey provides detailed
information about what students think of their
university experience, and this information 
is publicly available, via the Unistats website.

8 Universities also work with professional,
statutory and regulatory bodies and other
employer groups to ensure their graduates are
fit for the world of work. Employer bodies are
often involved in designing and reviewing
courses. Some professions, such as medicine,
are regulated by law, so that only graduates of
courses accredited by the relevant body, such as
the General Medical Council in the case of

Universities consistently seek to improve what
they do

9 UK universities learn from their own experience,
and that of other universities, to improve what
they offer to students. They do this by:

■ Listening to students: Students are increasingly
involved in internal mechanisms designed to
manage quality, such as Annual Monitoring and
Periodic Review. 
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■ Using external examiners: External experts,
drawn from other universities or areas of
relevant professional practice, advise
universities on the standards set and student
performance in relation to those standards,
based on their experience of standards in other
universities.

■ Providing public information: Universities
publish information about individual courses
(eg. Programme Specifications). Students’ 
views from the National Student Survey results
are published on the Unistats website alongside
other information about progression and
completion rates, and post-graduation
employment.

The independent Quality Assurance Agency
reviews how universities manage quality and
standards

6

education funding bodies in the UK, reviews 
how individual universities meet their
responsibilities for maintaining quality and
standards. They do this by:

■ Making regular visits to universities to review
how they manage quality;

■ Publishing reports on the confidence that can
be placed in each university’s ability to maintain
standards and quality. These reports are publicly
available on the Quality Assurance Agency
website;

■ Following up any areas which review teams
identify as needing attention to ensure that
universities take satisfactory steps to address
any shortcomings;

■ Programme Specifications providing detailed
information about individual courses, describing
what students should learn, and how these
outcomes will be achieved and demonstrated.

Universities have thorough internal processes
to safeguard quality and standards

5 Universities continually assess their systems
and courses to ensure that they meet the
relevant standards, that students are properly
supported, and that the courses remain
appropriate and up-to-date. They do this by:

■ Making sure new courses meet the right
standards, and will be supported by high
quality teaching: Programme Approval Panels,
usually involving external experts, will consider
whether proposed new courses are in line with
the Frameworks for higher education
qualifications and Subject Benchmark
Statements.

■ Regular monitoring and review: Universities
continuously monitor courses to make sure they
are fit for purpose. They do this on an annual
basis, for example, by considering reports by
external experts and evaluating student
performance and feedback; and through
Periodic Reviews every five or six years involving
internal and external peers, students and recent
graduates of the course. As well as regular
scrutiny at the level of individual courses,
universities conduct their own, wider,
subject-level reviews.

■ Assessment: All universities have regulations
about how student work is assessed to ensure
that standards are maintained at the appropriate
level, and that student work is properly judged
against this. This is underpinned by the
Practice. 

■ Mechanisms to support improvements in
quality, for example by learning from the
experience of others, sharing good practice and
ways of supporting professionalism in teaching;

■ Measures to address complaints.

Universities have the main responsibility for
ensuring high quality and standards are
maintained, independently overseen by the
Quality Assurance Agency.  

4 Each university has the responsibility for
maintaining the quality of the education it
provides and the standards of the qualifications
it offers. Universities are their own awarding
bodies, but all universities use a common set of

underpin their work to maintain quality and
standards. The Academic Infrastructure,
described in detail in Quality and standards in 
UK universities, includes: 

■ Frameworks for higher education qualifications,
describing the standards represented by each
qualification. There is one for Scotland, and
another for England, Wales and Northern
Ireland;

■ Subject Benchmark Statements, setting out
how standards apply in particular subject areas;
and 

■ the sector s Code of Practice for the Assurance of
Academic Quality and Standards in Higher
Education, which sets out precepts and guidance
for universities about the management 
of academic quality and standards, covering
everything from external examining to 
careers education;

1 UK universities are widely regarded as being
among the best in the world. Maintaining the
highest academic quality and standards is
crucial to that reputation. This leaflet explains
how universities ensure that students can 
have confidence that the time and money they
invest in their education are well spent. 

2 This leaflet summarises the detailed description
set out in Universities UK’s publication Quality
and standards in UK universities: A guide to 
how the system works. The more detailed guide
also explains the differences between the
mechanisms in England, Scotland, Wales and
Northern Ireland.

Summary

3 Quality and standards in UK universities are
underpinned by a strong, internationally
respected system based on six key features:

■ National tools that are used by all universities
(the ‘Academic Infrastructure’) including
Frameworks for higher education qualifications,
Subject Benchmark Statements and a 
sector-wide Code of practice for the assurance 
of academic quality and standards in higher
education;

■ Universities’ own systems for ensuring their
standards are right and quality is maintained,
such as procedures for the design and review of
courses and the use of external examiners;

■ Independent external review of each university
by the Quality Assurance Agency for Higher
Education (QAA), resulting in published reports; 

■ Effective engagement with students and
employers, including professional, statutory and
regulatory bodies, which helps to shape what
universities do;
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The UK quality assurance system is robust, and
evolves in the light of experience

11 The robust arrangements for assuring quality
and securing standards in UK universities are
led by universities themselves. The combination
of thorough internal processes, rigorous
external review, and a commitment to
continuous improvement is designed to

universities enhance the student experience. 
It is an approach which is widely admired
internationally, and has influenced the
development of quality assurance systems
worldwide. 

12 However, UK universities are not complacent
about quality or standards. The quality
assurance system is kept constantly under
review and continues to evolve in the light of
experience.

Quality and
standards in 
UK universities: 
A summary

■ The National Student Survey provides
information for universities and the public about
students’ views about their university
experience, including their overall satisfaction.
This informs universities’ own work to improve
what they do.

■ Learning from external review: As well as
learning from reviews of their own institution,
universities learn from the experience of others.
The Quality Assurance Agency publishes themed
reports to help universities do this.

■ The Higher Education Academy: supports
professionalism in teaching through
professional development, the UK Professional
Standards Framework, and fellowship schemes.
The Academy also supports universities’
continuous efforts to improve students’
experience of higher education by encouraging
staff to learn from each other through Subject
Centres and sharing good practice.

If things go wrong, there are measures to
address complaints

10 Student satisfaction is consistently high in UK
universities, as evidenced by a number of
independent sources, including the National
Student Survey. However, there are robust
systems in place to deal with complaints made
by students or others: 

■ Student complaints: are handled by the Office of
the Independent Adjudicator in England and
Wales, the Scottish Public Services Ombudsman

Northern Ireland.

■ Causes for concern identified by stakeholder
bodies and whistleblowers, where there is
substantiating documentary evidence, can be
investigated by the Quality Assurance Agency.

■ Providing information to the funding bodies
which have a statutory responsibility to provide
for the assessment of the quality of the higher
education they fund.

Universities work with, and respond to, the
views of students and employers 

7 Across the UK, students are increasingly
involved in all the mechanisms by which
universities manage quality and standards, from
internal and external review, to membership 
of the Quality Assurance Agency’s Board. The
National Student Survey provides detailed
information about what students think of their
university experience, and this information 
is publicly available, via the Unistats website.

8 Universities also work with professional,
statutory and regulatory bodies and other
employer groups to ensure their graduates are
fit for the world of work. Employer bodies are
often involved in designing and reviewing
courses. Some professions, such as medicine,
are regulated by law, so that only graduates of
courses accredited by the relevant body, such as
the General Medical Council in the case of

Universities consistently seek to improve what
they do

9 UK universities learn from their own experience,
and that of other universities, to improve what
they offer to students. They do this by:

■ Listening to students: Students are increasingly
involved in internal mechanisms designed to
manage quality, such as Annual Monitoring and
Periodic Review. 
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