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Russell Group response to ‘Quality Assurance Agency for 
Higher Education: de-designation’ consultation  

 

1. Consultation question: Do you agree that the designation of the Quality 
Assurance Agency for Higher Education as the designated quality body for 
higher education in England should be removed, on the basis set out above?  

1.1 Yes.  

1.2 We are disappointed that the Quality Assurance Agency (QAA) has asked to be de-
designated as the designated quality body (DQB) for higher education in England as per 
Schedule 4 of HERA.  

1.3 We understand that following the QAA’s designation being removed, the OfS plans to 
undertake all quality and assessment activity on an interim basis from 1 April 2023. During 
this interim period, options should be explored to establish a new DQB as a matter of priority. 
To ensure that a new, independent, DQB can be appointed as soon as possible, we would 
recommend that progress be re-visited after a 6-9-month period. A sector wide consultation, 
hosted by the Department for Education (DfE), should take place at this time to consider the 
longer-term options that have been explored.  

1.4 In addition, we note that in Schedule 4 of HERA (paragraph 8) there is a requirement that 
“after the end of each annual reporting period, the designated body must prepare and send 
to the OfS a report about the performance of the assessment functions during the period”. 
We would recommend that after a 12-month interim period (by April 2024) – and assuming 
that another DQB has not been established by then – the OfS should publish a report on its 
performance as the DQB and present this to the DfE. This report should incorporate sector-
feedback and it will therefore be important for the OfS to establish a formal feedback 
mechanism to gather provider views. 

1.5 When considering longer-term arrangements for the DQB we would encourage Government 
to consider the following guiding principles: 

(a) The DQB should have the confidence of the sector1 by building trust and creating 
opportunities for providers to engage in DQB activities directly. 

(b) The DQB should operate independently of Government and any particular higher 
education provider2. 

(c) The DQB should ensure that academic expertise (from a range of providers) and 
students’ views are central to its assessments of quality. 

(d) The DQB should conduct assessments against sector-owned standards as set out in the 
UK Quality Code. Doing so would promote alignment across the UK and support a 
joined-up approach to quality and standards. 

(e) The DQB should have or be able to form strong international relationships and strive to 
align with international standards3 to protect and promote the excellent reputation of 
English higher education.   

(f) The DQB should provide excellent value for money by undertaking assessments in an 
effective and efficient way and minimising any unnecessary burden on providers. 

 
1 As stated in HERA Schedule 4, Section 4 
2 Ibid 
3 For example, the Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the European Higher Education Area (ESG). 
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1.6 A primary role of the DQB has been to provide material and reports that enable the OfS to 
make fair, transparent, and evidence-based judgments. The role of the DQB should be to 
drive up the overall quality of higher education in England by disseminating existing best 
practice and encouraging innovation.  

1.7 Both short and longer-term arrangements for the DQB should ensure quality and standards 
are assessed by relevant academic experts. We would expect academic experts to utilise 
sector-recognised, sector-owned, and sector-developed reference points, including the UK 
Quality Code, to make judgements on quality and standards.  

1.8 We believe that the original intent of HERA was to establish a DQB independent of sector 
and political interference. In practice, independence means independence of the DQB to 
determine its own Board, quality assessment methodologies, and quality judgements. 
Independence may ensure that the DQB has the confidence of registered providers and 
supports alignment with the internationally credible Standards and Guidelines for Quality 
Assurance in the European Higher Education Area (ESG).  

1.9 The ESG is a quality standard that is easily understood by other countries in the UK and 
across Europe (comprising EU member states and beyond). It has been a model of good 
practice that has been adapted in the ASEAN quality standards and African quality 
standards. Much of the original design of the ESG centres around an independent DQB, 
helping to separate judgements on higher education quality from politics. As the ESG says, 
'Independence is important to ensure that any procedures and decisions are solely based on 
expertise' (page 23). Beyond Europe, the International Network for Quality Assurance 
Agencies in higher education also outlines independence and impartiality as an element of 
good practice when discussing quality assurance.  

1.10 The UK has a strong international reputation for higher education provision, and we would 
encourage the OfS and DfE to work to address issues of non-compliance with the ESG and 
reflect the importance of alignment with international standards when considering the longer-
term arrangements for the DQB. This is needed to avoid damaging international confidence 
in the English system and the potential impacts on international student recruitment and 
international university partnerships. The DQB should be in the position to form strong 
international relationships, to protect and sustain the excellent reputation of English higher 
education that is recognised across the world. 

1.11 Finally, we understand from this consultation that the OfS will need to charge providers fees 
for assessments, as the QAA currently does. The DQB should provide excellent value for 
money, being indirectly funded by students through the provider’s registration fees (to the 
OfS). It is therefore critical that OfS’s approach to taking on the DQB role (on an interim 
basis) and undertaking assessments is effective and efficient, minimising any unnecessary 
burden on providers. This principle should also be applied to any longer-term arrangements 
for the DQB.   


