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same questionnaire for all courses and programmes, it is advisable to carefully coordinate and 
plan the timing of different questionnaires and also consider varying or combining them.

The structure and questions should be created based on the type of feedback the institution 
is trying to generate. Collecting quantitative feedback is very useful when dealing with large 
target groups, for gathering statistical information, for monitoring trends and improvements 
(or deterioration) and for finding out if there are issues that need further attention. However, 
using a long list of multiple-choice questions for a questionnaire sent to a very small group 
of students is not very effective. At the other end of the scale, open questions sent to a large 
group will provide a great deal of information that is difficult to analyse in a systematic way, but, 
if addressed to a smaller group, they can draw attention to problems and even solutions that 
may not previously have been considered. 

Furthermore, for everyone who provides feedback, it is advisable that self-evaluation forms 
a key part of the process. For example, students should not only be asked to evaluate the 
teaching staff and the methods used, but should also be encouraged to reflect on their own 
approach and input to the learning process as part of their personal development. 

Involving students in questionnaire design at Royal Conservatoire 

The Royal Conservatoire, University of the Arts, The Hague (the 
Netherlands), held workshops where students were actively involved in 
designing the questionnaire for the annual student survey. Not only was 
the feedback very helpful in producing a relevant and effective survey, 
but an added effect was that the students involved had a much better 
understanding of the importance of the questionnaire and its use as 
a tool through which they could influence their institution and study 
programme. When students realised that their feedback was indeed 
deemed very valuable by the Conservatoire, they became ambassadors 
for the survey among their fellow students. This had a significant impact 
on the number and quality of responses.

Finally, the formulation of questions is very important and it is worth spending some time 
perfecting this. A good questionnaire will offer questions that:

	 •	� are unambiguous, so that they can only be understood in one way;

	 •	� allow for clear answers, so that there can only be one interpretation of the answers;

	 •	� are unbiased, so as not to lead respondents to a particular answer;
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	 •	� are relevant, keeping the questionnaire short by only asking questions specific to the 
topic of the survey; and

	 •	� address one issue at a time, because if several issues are included in one question, it is 
likely the respondent will only answer one of them.

Experiences of a national survey

There may be opportunities to join an existing national or international 
survey, which can provide useful data if a sufficient number of other 
comparable institutions are also involved. Dublin City University (Ireland) 
took part in the national-level Irish Survey of Student Engagement (ISSE), 
which aimed at gathering feedback on the experience of students across 
the Irish sector in a range of areas. The data may be used to inform policy 
development at the national level, and for DCU it provided interesting 
information to reflect and act on at both institutional and programme 
level. 
Conversely the Royal Conservatoire, University of the Arts, The Hague (the 
Netherlands) decided not to participate in a Dutch national survey. Because 
of the very broad and generic approach of the survey, the institution felt 
that many of the questions did not address the special characteristics of 
professional music training, while other relevant questions were lacking. 
Instead, the Conservatoire developed a tool with a set of key questions, 
that are repeated annually, and a flexible component with very specific 
questions on recent improvement measures and their effects. Some of 
the key questions are similar to those in the national survey so that it is 
still possible to benchmark the results with other institutions nationally. 

Additional reflections on focus groups9

Focus groups can complement other methodologies for collecting feedback, by offering an 
opportunity to verify and further explore issues in a concentrated manner. Because focus 
groups are structured and directed, but also allow for free expression of opinions, they can 
yield a great deal of information in a relatively short time. The results of focus groups may be 
less easy to collate and analyse, but can better reflect the complexity of the topics discussed. 

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––– 

9 �This section is adapted from a presentation prepared for the 3rd Regional Training Workshop (University of Banja Luka, 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, 4-5 September 2014) by Cristina Pinto, Instituto Politecnico do Porto.



E U R E Q A   M O M E N T S !   T O P   T I P S   F O R   I N T E R N A L   Q U A L I T Y   A S S U R A N C E

|  33  |

In order to make a focus group a success, careful attention should be paid to its composition: 

	 •	� Facilitator: to ask the questions and to guide and stimulate the discussion. It is important 
that facilitators know the topic but are able to remain impartial and not express their 
own opinions, which could influence the views of the participants. 

	 •	� Note-taker: this is often neglected, but it should not be left to the facilitator to take notes 
and observations during the focus group. An alternative to having a note-taker is to 
record the discussion. This might provide a more accurate record, but is significantly 
more time-consuming as the tapes then have to be transcribed before any analysis can 
be made.

	 •	� Participants: they should be a representative sample of those whose opinions are being 
sought. When selecting participants a number of aspects should be taken into account:

			   ° �Homogeneity vs. diversity: selecting participants who all belong to the same 
category (e.g. students, administrative staff ) but ensuring that within that group 
there is some diversity.

			   ° �Status: it is important not to mix power or status levels within a focus group. For 
example, senior managers should not be in the same group as junior staff, and 
students not in the same group as teaching staff, as this may inhibit junior or 
younger people from expressing their opinions.

			   ° �Number: ideally, a focus group should be composed of 5-10 participants so as to 
obtain a broad range of opinions while still keeping the discussion manageable and 
giving each person a chance to speak.

A focus group should normally last between 60 to 90 minutes. Realistically, five to eight key 
questions and their follow-up can be covered in this time. Questions should be short, focused, 
unambiguous and open-ended. A focus group provides an opportunity to obtain in-depth 
information and clarify responses to avoid misunderstandings in a way that is not possible via 
questionnaires. Therefore, good preparation of the questions is vital in order to make the most 
of this opportunity. 

After the focus group, analysing the data involves looking for the common themes and 
emerging patterns, but also noticing new issues that have not already been raised. Before 
drafting the report that summarises the findings, it can be helpful to have someone who was 
not present review the data independently and compare interpretations so as to help avoid 
misinterpretation. The results, and eventually any consequential decisions, should then be 
shared with the participants of the focus group in order to show them the value of their input.
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Beyond questionnaires at University of Banja Luka

The University of Banja Luka (Bosnia and Herzegovina) recently introduced 
practices to gather qualitative feedback about the quality of learning and 
teaching. It was noticed that both students and teaching staff viewed the 
existing approach, which relied primarily on end-of-term questionnaires, 
as being too formal and superficial, with little positive effect. To tackle this, 
members of the university QA committee started visiting the faculties 
to carry out semi-structured interviews with all stakeholders (students, 
teaching staff and administrative staff). The aim has been to foster a more 
frequent and informal discussion to examine the quality of learning and 
teaching, raising awareness of the significance of providing feedback and 
demonstrating an institutional commitment to quality enhancement. This 
is now leading to a QA system that is more fit-for-purpose and also to the 
development of a quality culture within the institution.

Internal reviews

	 EUREQA moment! 
	� “Regular monitoring, review and revision of study programmes 

aim to ensure that the provision remains appropriate and to create 
a supportive and effective learning environment for students.”

	 (ESG, 1.9)

All the feedback and data collected will typically feed into another key tool of internal QA: 
the internally organised review. These might cover anything from an individual programme 
(see also ESG 1.9) through to the whole institution and they provide an opportunity for a 
comprehensive and critical self-reflection. To be effective, internal reviews should be carefully 
planned so that the timing, focus and follow-up are appropriate for the institution and feed 
into future actions. Good communication about all these aspects will help to ensure it is a 
meaningful exercise and will contribute to the development of quality culture.

Internal reviews can be a formalised approach to quality assurance with established procedures 
and reports, which are used as part of an institution’s or sub-unit’s strategic planning cycle. 
They might also be planned so as to coincide with, or form part of, an evaluation carried out by 
a QA agency for the purposes of external quality assurance. The reviews may be fully internal or 
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also include some external elements. For example, some of the EUREQA partners have in place 
a regular cycle of internally organised reviews during which external experts are invited by the 
institution to provide feedback to the relevant unit.

However, as with other aspects of internal QA already discussed, the potential of informal 
approaches to yield valuable information and contribute to fostering quality culture should not 
be underestimated. As it was pointed out in the EUREQA project, regular department workshops, 
university leadership retreats or quarterly coffee room discussions are examples of approaches 
that can function well as opportunities for collective self-evaluation in between more substantial 
evaluations. By using more informal and dialogue-based approaches, it may also be possible to 
avoid evaluation fatigue, whereby an apparently endless stream of internal and external reviews 
prevents any of these from making a genuine contribution to quality enhancement. 

Internal evaluations at “Fan S. Noli” University, Korça

At “Fan S. Noli” University (Albania), annual self-evaluation reports are 
prepared as part of internal evaluations by a small working group within 
every faculty. Each working group usually consists of two full-time academic 
staff members and one student and is supported by the central QA office. 
In addition to quantitative data and qualitative information gathered from 
staff and students, the report includes a full SWOT analysis about learning 
and teaching in the faculty. The conclusions are discussed at faculty level, but 
also at the level of the institutional leadership in order to identify institutional 
trends and to see if any of the issues raised apply to all faculties and could 
be tackled centrally. In addition, the evaluation reports feed directly into the 
creation of a quality improvement action plan for the institution, and also 
form an important part of the external accreditation process.

What do we do with all this information? 

	 EUREQA moment! 
	� ”[I]t is important to point out that if the academic community, 

including the students, do not see positive results from internal quality 
processes, discouragement and cynicism will set in and lead to an 
erosion of the quality culture that will be difficult to put right again.”

	 (EUA, 2006, p. 18)
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Following up on the results of data collection, feedback and internal and external evaluations is 
widely recognised as a core element of a successful QA system and a major contributor to the 
development of quality culture. Loukkola & Zhang (2010, p. 38) identified this as a challenging 
step, which is unfortunately often lacking. Evidence seems to indicate that many challenges 
prevail in this respect and this topic was a subject of intensive discussions during the EUREQA 
project.

When a significant amount of time and effort has been put into collecting information and 
carrying out evaluations, it is essential to ensure that sufficient resources are invested in 
studying the results and discussing and implementing the follow-up actions, not to mention 
communicating these actions to those concerned. These deliberations and activities would be 
expected to take place at various levels of the organisation, depending on the nature and focus 
of the information being reviewed. In this respect, well-organised internal reviews will normally 
result in a variety of ideas on how to address some of the problems identified.

The partners in the EUREQA project focused on two crucial ways to address these challenges: 

First, while previous studies have demonstrated that implementation and communication of 
activities resulting from the information collected are vital to the development of quality culture 
and the commitment of staff and students to quality enhancement, it should be remembered 
that the dynamics also work the other way around. The more responsible everyone feels for 
quality and their own role in assuring it, the more likely they are to take charge and initiate 
ways of improving it.

Second, the transparency and clarity of the governance of internal QA systems are vital to 
efficient and effective follow-up. This reflects the issues discussed in previous chapters: the 
responsibilities between various actors in the system should be well-defined so that it is clear 
who is expected to deal with findings related to different issues; the follow-up procedure 
should be integrated into the planning of any QA activity and communicated to those involved 
beforehand; and, importantly, the internal QA system and its results should be explicitly linked 
and feed into the decision-making structures and processes of the HEI.

Closing the feedback loop at University of Eastern Finland

Using the information gathered through a variety of means is a core 
element of the quality assurance policy at the University of Eastern 
Finland, which states that strategic management and continuous 
operational development should be based on analyses produced by 
evaluations and feedback. When follow-up actions are identified and 
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planned, care is taken to ensure they are well defined and communicated; 
there is a clear schedule for implementation; a specific person is assigned 
responsibility; and indicators to measure implementation and impact are 
agreed upon in advance. In this way there is a transparent approach to 
follow-up activities and they are well integrated into institutional strategy 
and management processes.
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CONCLUSION

A number of key areas crucial for any well-functioning internal QA system have been discussed 
in this report. However, these ideas are not meant to be all-encompassing: there are other 
methods, tools and processes that a HEI can use to ensure and enhance the quality of its 
activities. The exact kind of internal QA system a HEI chooses to put in place depends on the 
external and internal context of the institution as discussed in Chapter I. 

The aim of this report has been to discuss some of the central questions while giving tips for 
practitioners in the field of quality assurance. However, just as higher education and institutions 
are constantly changing, so does quality assurance. In order to be innovative in responses to 
these changes, one needs to have a thorough understanding of the existing processes and 
structures. Thus, it is essential to regularly review the fitness-of-purpose and effectiveness of 
the internal QA systems and remember that the aim is not to have processes for the sake of 
processes. They should ultimately allow an institution to ensure, demonstrate and, importantly, 
enhance the quality of its activities. 

Finally, there has been one recurrent theme discussed in the EUREQA project, and it is only 
appropriate to conclude this report with it. This is how to overcome the challenge of minimising 
bureaucracy while promoting participation and ownership of the whole higher education 
community in quality assurance; in other words, how to promote a quality culture? Neither the 
project nor this report have  produced a miracle solution to this question, but they suggest that 
an appropriate balance between formal and informal – or structural and cultural – measures 
could be one key to success and seek to provide some practical examples that complement 
EUA’s earlier work on this topic.
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APPENDIX 1:  
ABOUT THE EUREQA PROJECT

The objectives of the EUREQA project were:

	 •	� to support higher education institutions in Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina and Kosovo 
in improving their internal QA processes and linking them into a comprehensive, all-
encompassing system that leads to the enhancement of quality and the creation of a 
quality culture;

	 •	� to foster the transfer of good practices from EU countries to promote innovative 
approaches to internal quality assurance;

	 •	� to develop networks between the partner institutions to facilitate future cooperation; 
and

	 •	� to facilitate the involvement of the Western Balkans’ institutions in European-level 
discussions on quality assurance.

In order to achieve the project objectives the following activities have been carried out:

	 •	� four regional training workshops
		  °  �13-14 June 2013, University of Prishtina, Kosovo
		  °  �5-6 September 2013, “Fan S. Noli” University, Korça, Albania
		  °  �4-5 September 2014, University of Banja Luka, Bosnia and Herzegovina
		  °  �5-6 February 2015, Shkodra University “Luigj Gurakuqi”, Albania

	 •	� translation of Examining Quality Culture Part II and Part III into Albanian, Bosnian, Croatian 
and Serbian

	 •	� participation in the European Quality Assurance Forum (EQAF) 2013 and 2014

	 •	� study visits to participating EU partner institutions in spring 2014 and 2015

	 •	� national level events
		  °  �20 May 2015, University of Prizren, Kosovo
		  °  �4 June 2015, University of Sarajevo, Bosnia and Herzegovina

	 •	� development of institutional action plans for internal quality assurance

	 •	� this final project report, produced in English, Albanian, Bosnian, Croatian and Serbian

	 •	� final project conference, 3 September 2015, Brussels, Belgium.
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APPENDIX 2: 
PROJECT PARTNERS

Albania

“Fan S. Noli” University
The University of Korça was established on 7 January 1992, as an expansion 
of the Higher Agricultural Institute of Korça (1971-1992). It was initially 
composed of three faculties – Agriculture, Education, and Economics, with a 
School of Nursing added in 1994, the same year in which the name changed 
to “Fan S. Noli” University. The university has approximately 6 500 students 
with 160 full-time and 145 part-time teaching staff. Programmes are offered 
at Bachelor and Master level, on both full-time and part-time basis. 

Shkodra University “Luigj Gurakuqi”
The University “Luigj Gurakuqi” of Shkodra in northwest Albania was 
established in 1957. Today, it has six faculties, 14 departments and more than 
140 professors. The university has particular strengths in the technical and 
scientific fields. Currently there are over 10 000 students studying courses 
in economics, education, foreign languages, law, natural sciences and social 
sciences.

University of Tirana
The institution was founded in 1957 as the State University of Tirana through 
the merger of five existing institutes of higher education. It is the largest 
university in Albania, currently with over 14 000 students and 900 academic 
staff. It includes 50 academic departments, offering programmes at Bachelor, 
Master and Doctorate level. Most of these are offered in Tirana, however the 
university also has campuses located in other parts of the country, including 
Saranda in the South and Kukës in the North.



E U R E Q A   M O M E N T S !   T O P   T I P S   F O R   I N T E R N A L   Q U A L I T Y   A S S U R A N C E

|  41  |

Bosnia and Herzegovina

University of Banja Luka
The University of Banja Luka, established in 1975, is the second largest 
higher education institution in Bosnia and Herzegovina, with more than  
18 000 enrolled students. It consists of 16 faculties, offering 55 different 
study programmes. There are more than 750 full-time and almost 500 part-
time academic staff and about 550 administrative staff. The university is 
involved in a large number of Tempus projects and has bilateral cooperation 
agreements with universities from all over the world.

University of Mostar
The University of Mostar was founded in 1977 and now consists of 10 
faculties and an Academy of Fine Arts. Today, over 16 000 students study at 
the university, enrolled in over 60 programmes at the undergraduate level 
and 30 programmes at the graduate and postgraduate level. The university 
is internationally oriented and its intention is to become fully integrated into 
the European Higher Education Area. 

University of Sarajevo
The University of Sarajevo is the largest and oldest university in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, established in its current form in 1949; as such it plays an 
important role in an exceptionally diverse scientific community. Its academic 
work is centred around the fields of social science, humanities, medicine, 
technical studies, science, bio-technology and art. The university has strong 
ties within the fields of developmental projects as well as scientific research 
and also has experience and capacities in training of partner universities’ 
teaching staff on new teaching methods, and cooperation with universities 
from the SEE region and abroad.
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Kosovo

University of Prishtina
The University of Prishtina is a relatively young university, which celebrated 
its 40th anniversary in 2010. Currently, the university has 17 faculties, 14 of 
which are academic faculties, with three faculties of applied sciences. The 
core values of the university are diversity, freedom of expression, gender, 
culture, age, etc. Its mission is directed towards Europeanisation and 
internationalisation, with the aim of increasing the quality of education. The 
university was one of the first higher education institutions in the country 
to implement thorough reforms in accordance with the Bologna Process. 

University of Prizren
The University of Prizren was established in 2010, with the aim to be modern 
in its structures and methodologies. The university strives to be in line with 
modern standards, not only regarding teaching and study programmes, 
but also with respect to governance structures, organisation, management 
and services. The university now has around 10 000 students, studying in 
five different faculties: Education, Law, Economics, Computer Science and 
Philology.

World University Service – Kosova (regional coordinator)
WUS Kosova is a Kosovar non-governmental organisation located in 
Prishtina. The organisation is engaged in promoting and facilitating the 
implementation of the Europe 2020 Strategy in Kosovo and translating the 
EU targets into national targets through local and regional cooperation. 
To achieve this, WUS Kosova is engaged in different activities: research, 
consultancy services, projects and events. WUS Kosova has a vast experience 
in projects on curricula development in line with the Bologna Process and 
is also represented in different professional bodies in Kosovo and especially 
within higher education.
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European Union

European University Association (project coordinator)
The European University Association (EUA) represents and supports higher 
education institutions in 47 countries across Europe, providing them with a 
unique forum to cooperate and keep abreast of the latest trends in higher 
education and research policies. Members of the Association include over 
850 European universities, 34 national associations of rectors and about 40 
other organisations active in higher education and research. EUA plays an 
essential role in shaping tomorrow’s European higher education and research 
landscape thanks to its unique knowledge of the sector and the diversity of its 
members. EUA’s mandate in the Bologna Process, contribution to EU research 
policy making, and relations with organisations from across Europe and 
European institutions, ensure its capacity to debate issues which are crucial 
for universities in relation to higher education, research and innovation.

Dublin City University, Ireland
Dublin City University (DCU), is a young university with a distinctive mission 
to transform lives and societies through education, research and innovation. 
Located just north of Dublin city, DCU has an alumni of over 50 000 students, 
many of whom are undertaking significant roles in enterprise, science, and 
business globally. In 2015, DCU offers more than 200 programmes to over  
12 000 students across its four faculties – Humanities and Social Sciences, Science 
and Health, Engineering and Computing and DCU Business School. DCU is 
currently undergoing a process of incorporation with three teacher education 
colleges, which will result in a fifth faculty – the DCU Institute of Education –  
as well as an enhanced Faculty of Humanities & Social Sciences that will 
incorporate the combined strengths of the four institutions.

Instituto Politecnico do Porto, Portugal
Porto Polytechnic Institute (IPP) was established in 1985 and is the largest public 
polytechnic in Portugal, with seven schools and an academic community 
of over 17 500 students studying first and second cycle programmes in five 
scientific areas: Music, Theatre and Audiovisual Arts; Education; Management; 
Engineering and Technology; and Health Sciences. IPP is a socially responsible 
community that seeks to create and disseminate knowledge, science, 
technology and culture, providing its students with technical, scientific, artistic 
and transversal skills, linking knowledge with action and therefore contributing 
to the development of society. IPP was the first Portuguese HEI to implement 
a quality management system according to ISO 9001:2000 and underwent 
evaluations under EUA’s Institutional Evaluation Programme in 2006 and 2010.
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Roskilde University, Denmark
Roskilde University was founded in 1972, focusing on interdisciplinarity, 
research-based teaching, and problem-oriented and collaborative work. 
There are 8 500 students including foreign and PhD students, 750 researchers 
and supervisors, and 250 administrative and technical staff. Since the 1990s, 
staff and students have been involved in the development of quality 
assurance systems and are experimenting with different tools to support 
this. The university has invested greatly in developing a participative quality 
culture (bottom-up approach), empowering the programme committees 
and involvement at the departmental level, and lessening the need for a 
central QA unit. The university has a unit for pedagogical training, offering 
new support tools for teaching. 

University of Eastern Finland
With approximately 15 000 students and 2 800 members of staff, the 
University of Eastern Finland (UEF) is one of the largest universities in Finland. 
It was created in 2010 through a merger of the University of Joensuu and 
the University of Kuopio. The activities of the new university underline its 
multidisciplinary nature. The four faculties – the Philosophical Faculty, the 
Faculty of Science and Forestry, the Faculty of Health Sciences, and the 
Faculty of Social Sciences and Business Studies – offer teaching in more than 
100 major subjects. The UEF has extensive international relations and it is 
involved in several international networks. The UEF has long experience in 
quality work. Its quality management system (QMS) is based loosely on the 
ISO 9001 standard, and is a mature system covering all the UEF processes. 

University of Graz, Austria
The University of Graz was founded in 1585, making it one of the oldest 
universities in the German-speaking region. The university offers study 
programmes and research in the fields of Catholic Theology, Law, Economics, 
Business Administration, Humanities, Social Sciences and Sciences. Six 
Nobel laureates and a number of alumni in high professional and academic 
positions are proof of their academic potential. About 30 000 students are 
enrolled and 3 200 staff members work at University of Graz. The aims of 
the university’s quality management system are, among others, to support 
quality culture, the implementation of the university’s strategy, and the 
transparency of processes.

RUC
Roskilde Universitet
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University of Ljubljana, Slovenia
The University of Ljubljana (UL) is the oldest (founded in 1919) and the 
largest higher education and research institution in Slovenia, with over  
51 000 students of which over 21 000 are postgraduates. It is a comprehensive 
public university, with 26 member institutions: 23 faculties and three 
academies. In the light of UL’s strategic orientation towards growth and 
quality development, quality management plays a major role. The university 
has a comprehensive quality monitoring and quality management system, 
which helps to inform the activities of the management, administration and 
designated bodies at central and members’ levels.

University of the Arts, The Hague – Royal Conservatoire,  
the Netherlands
University of the Arts, The Hague is the oldest conservatoire in the 
Netherlands, having been established in 1826, and presents itself as a 
centre for education, research and production, equipping young talent 
with the skills to perform in a highly demanding and constantly changing 
professional environment. It is a highly specialised university with particular 
experience of the need to respect an institution’s disciplinary culture and 
characteristics when developing QA measures. 
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