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What we will cover:
• Context: the enhancement-led approach of the Scottish 

higher education sector

• Practice: illustration from Heriot-Watt University of how 

this approach translates into practice within a provider

• The future: how the enhancement-led approach 

continues to evolve



Higher education in the UK, 

and Scotland specifically

• Education is a devolved responsibility

• 2003: a new approach for external quality 
assurance in Scotland was agreed by:
❖ the funding council

❖ the representative body for universities in 
Scotland

❖ the quality assurance agency

❖ the students’ national representative body



Quality Enhancement Framework

Five complementary “pillars” founded on trust and common values



Core values:

Quality Enhancement Framework

1) Critical, evidence-based self-

evaluation

2) Peer review (including student 

reviewers)

3) Collaboration and partnership

4) Transparency (including ethos 

of “no surprises”)

5) Fundamental commitment to 

continuous improvement



2003-04 Responding to Student Needs; 

Assessment

2004-06 Flexible Delivery; Employability

2005-06 Integrative Assessment

2006-08 Research-Teaching Linkages; 

The First Year

2008-11 Graduates for the 21st Century

2011-14 Developing and Supporting 

the Curriculum

2014-17 Student Transitions

2017-20 Evidence for Enhancement

2020-23 Resilient Learning 

Communities



Enhancement Themes: 2020-23





Learning from external quality review

• benefit the individual HEIs 

through self-evaluation and 

the opportunity for discussion 

with a peer review team;

• enable whole-sector 

enhancement and 

developmental activity

contextualisation

ELIR 4 intended to:



Heriot-Watt University’s 
Evolving Approach to Quality

Swedish Rectors’ Conference, 24 March 2023



A Global Institution: 2021/22 Student Population

26,395 registered students:

• 11,050 UK-based; 15,345 non-UK-
based

• 16,080 on 5 campuses (3 in 
Scotland, Dubai, Malaysia)

• 10,315 studying with an academic 
partner or online as an 
independent distance learner

• Over 200 academic partners

• All within 5 Academic Schools



A Single Institution: not Branch Campuses

“One Heriot 
Watt” Ethos

One Heriot-

Watt Degree 

Worldwide

Global 
approach 
to quality



HWU’s External Context for Quality

QAA Scotland/Scottish Funding Council

Scottish Quality Enhancement Framework (ELIR)All of HWU’s 
provision across all modes and locations

In-country Accreditation Authorities – HWU Campuses
Malaysia Qualifications Agency (MQA)

Knowledge and Human Development Agency (KHDA: Dubai)
Commission for Academic Accreditation (CAA: UAE)

Professional, Regulatory and Statutory Bodies (PSRBs)

UK and international accreditation of HWU programmes

Quality Assurance Agency (UK)

Transnational Education Reviews (TNE)
(eg UAE 2022); UK Quality Code(?)

Challenge of meeting 

requirements of multiple 

accreditation authorities/ 

organisations

A single, global 

institutional quality 

framework and a Global 

Quality team

Enhancement-Led 

Approach

“Identical academic standards; diversity of learning experiences”

In-Country Accreditation Authorities - Partnerships

international accreditation of partnership programmes



Quality Assurance and Quality 
Enhancement: the Scottish Approach

Scottish Sector Definitions:

Assurance

• “guaranteeing the quality and 

academic standards of educational 

provision”

Enhancement

• “taking deliberate steps to improve the 

effectiveness of the student learning 
experience”

An ENHANCEMENT-Led Approach to 
Quality

Assurance is embedded in 
Enhancement

The Scottish Quality Enhancement Framework:

• Innovative approach

• Emphasis on enhancement, not only quality 
assurance

• Focus on the whole student learning 
experience

• Collaboration and partnership



The Scottish Quality Enhancement Framework, 
2003-2022

FOCUS ON 

PROJECTS

QAA UK:  Transnational Education Reviews (Enhancement-Led);  UK Quality Code

Annual QAAS

Institutional Visits

Institutional 

(and sector) 

review of 

effectiveness 

of quality 

processes is 

an inherent 

part of the 

QEF

A global 

leading 

approach to 

quality, 

adopted by a 

wide range of 

other countries

https://www.qaa.ac.uk/scotland/quality-enhancement-framework

https://www.qaa.ac.uk/scotland/quality-enhancement-framework


Beyond 2022: Enhancement is Critical 

Institutional Liaison 

Meeting

Enhancement-Led Approach

The HE Scottish Quality Enhancement 
Framework, 2003-2022

Phase 1 Scottish Quality 
Arrangements 2022-24

A Tertiary Quality Framework for Scotland

Phase 2 Scottish Quality 
Arrangements from 2024/25 

Quality 

Enhancement + 

Standards Review

Enhancement 
remains paramount Tertiary Sector 

Commitment to 
Enhancement

HEIs continue to adapt their quality processes Streamlining processes



Heriot-Watt: A Single, Global Quality Framework: 
Assurance and Enhancement

Ordinances and Regulations

Codes of Practice

Policies and Procedures

Governance/Organisational 

Structure

Key Quality Processes 

(Internal + External)

FDL Code Multi Code       Global Code

Global Moderation of Assessment; Chief External Examiners; 

Exams in Different Timezones …

Global Academic Management Structures for Learning and 

Teaching

Programme + Partnership Approval; Annual Monitoring + Review 

(& Partner AMR); Periodic Reviews; External Examiners; 

External Reviews/Accreditations

Managing quality, academic standards and academic risk: The effectiveness of HWU's quality processes (Summary Paper; PowerPoint)

Learning and Teaching 

Strategy

Student Partnership 

Agreement
Student Voice 

incl. Surveys

Streamlined 
quality 

processes are 
the only way 
to manage 

such a 
complex 

framework

https://www.hw.ac.uk/uk/services/docs/academic-registry/aq-managingacademicrisk-summary.pdf
https://www.hw.ac.uk/uk/services/docs/academic-registry/aq-managingacademicrisk.pdf


Adapting Quality Processes

COVID
• Emergency response

• Learning from the pandemic 

The Scottish Quality Enhancement 

Framework

• Ongoing process evaluation

• Sector collaboration in          

enhancing processes

1) Approval of Programmes and 

Partnerships

2) Annual Monitoring and Review

3) Periodic Review/Institution-Led 

Review

Core 

requirements 

since 2003

Heriot-Watt as a Global Institution
• Multi-mode, multi-location

• Diversity of external accreditation bodies



Programme Approvals: Automated, Integrated

Integrates business and academic approval; 

fully automated (no paper) for consideration 

and approval at School and University levels



Periodic, Institution-Led Review: Global, Online

COVID emergency 

measures; now standard 

practice:

• A single, global review rather 

than separate, campus-

specific reviews

• Fully online, facilitating equity 

of participation

Discipline-based reviews, held every 5 or 6 years



Annual Monitoring and Review: Enhancement

• Pre-2012: 80+FTE hours spent by Academic Quality on reviewing 
programme/discipline/School AMR reports; "putting paper 
through the system“

• 2012: focus at School level, on enhancement-led and on key 
institutional themes. Annual AMR Summary - institutional

• 2015: integrating other assurance and enhancement processes 
(eg implementation of L+T Strategy; Partner Monitoring); School 
discussions

• 2017: timelines to enhance currency and usefulness; key 
institutional themes

• 2019: institutional AMR-L+T discussion event (eg 2019 Feedback 
on Assessment; 2020 student voice; cross-campus 
collaboration)

• 2020+:  streamlined School report, focusing on key pandemic 
themes; encourages discussion in School committees. 

• 2023: approved as standard approach.  Underpinned by 
ongoing School monitoring via L+T Academic Operations 
Committee

HWU’s revised 
approaches are 

aligned with the UK 
Quality Code and 
were endorsed by 

QAA Scotland



Work in progress ….the future?

Internal
• Continued automation  

• Access to Data and Data Dashboards

External

• In-country Accreditation

• Scottish sector: integrated Tertiary Quality Framework

• The UK Quality Code

Enhancement of quality processes as a journey rather than a destination



External validation of HWU’s robust, effective 
global quality framework

The University has a mature and effective institutional quality framework which is well-understood by 

staff across all campuses and is supported by the use of clear and accessible documentation. 

This has enabled an agile and effective response to the global coronavirus pandemic across all 

campuses, which was effectively led and coordinated at senior level, working across different national 

contexts. 
Commendation in HWU’s ELIR4, Nov 2020

• Academic quality and standards, applied globally across five campuses, are to be commended

• The governance and management of quality assurance, based on Scottish (and wider UK) 

standards, are to be commended

• The structures in place for the engagement of students and staff are commendable, particularly with 

students as co-creators of their environment
Commendations in CAA Report, Dubai, April 2022



Further Information



Global Academic Quality Team

• Global team (Scotland, Dubai and 
Malaysia)

• 3 key areas: 

• Quality Assurance; 

• Academic Enhancement; 

• Accreditation and Academic Partnerships 

Academic Quality Summary of Functions 

https://www.hw.ac.uk/uk/services/docs/academic-registry/aqleaflet.pdf


Academic Quality Links and Contacts

• Who’s who in AQ and what do they do?

General Information 

• Academic Quality Website

• Dr Maggie King, Head of Academic Quality, m.king@hw.ac.uk

• Laura Johnstone, Quality and Academic Partnerships 
Manager, l.johnstone@hw.ac.uk

• Helen Crosby-Knox, Quality Assurance Manager, h.a.crosby-

knox@hw.ac.uk

https://www.hw.ac.uk/uk/services/docs/academic-registry/aqroles.pdf
https://www.hw.ac.uk/uk/services/academic-registry/quality-external-partnerships.htm
mailto:m.king@hw.ac.uk
mailto:m.king@hw.ac.uk
mailto:l.johnstone@hw.ac.uk
mailto:m.king@hw.ac.uk
mailto:h.a.crosby-knox@hw.ac.uk


What is next in the evolution of 

Scotland’s enhancement-led quality 

framework?



Tertiary Quality Framework

What is next?

• Still built on principles of enhancement

• Increasing emphasis on use of data

• Implementation: academic year 2024/25

• Two-phase approach to developing external 

review method:

➢ Phase 1: 2022/3 and 2023/4 – Quality 

Enhancement and Standards Review

➢ Phase 2: 2024/5 forwards – in development



Enhancement beyond 

Scotland

Wales
Quality Enhancement Review (QER)

Case studies from QER, including programme

and portfolio management

Collaborative Enhancement 

Projects 
Open to all QAA members across the UK

Applications invited on a range of topics



qaa.ac.uk

enquiries@qaa.ac.uk
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