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ACADEMIC STANDARDS AND QUALITY ENHANCEMENT COMMITTEE 
 
 
INSTITUTIONAL RE-APPROVAL REPORT: NORTHERN REGIONAL COLLEGE 
 
1. INTRODUCTION 
  
 On 3 December 2020 Northern Regional College (NRC) submitted an IA2 Form requesting 

that they be considered for institutional re-approval as a collaborative partner of the 
University.  An Institutional Re-approval Document (IRD), with supporting documentation, 
was received on 1 March 2021.  Based on an initial assessment of the relationship with 
NRC over the current period of approval, Quality Enhancement (QE) recommended that a 
desk-based review be undertaken.  The Interim Dean of Learning Enhancement approved 
this recommendation. 

 
 The report details the findings from the desk-based review. 
 
 
2. BACKGROUND 

 
The NRC is situated in the north east region of Northern Ireland. The College is permanently 
established and is funded by the Department for the Economy. It is the main provider of 
further education across four of the eleven council areas covering a population of over 
560,000 and has campuses in Coleraine, Ballymoney, Magherafelt, Ballymena and 
Newtownabbey. The College employs approximately 600 staff. Currently the College is 
engaged in a £8 million investment to redevelop the Coleraine and Ballymena campuses, 
with the new Coleraine campus due to open in September 2023 and Ballymena in 
September 2024. 
 
The College offers a range of qualifications for school leavers. This includes full-time and 
part-time courses for adults, apprenticeships, professional qualifications and university 
accredited courses, as well as providing a range of business services to support local and 
regional employers.  Each academic year the College enrols approximately 5500 further 
education students, 1000 higher education students and 1000 work- based learning 
students. 
 
With regard to HE, the College offers a range of full-time and part-time programmes at levels 
4 to 7 in a variety of professional and technical areas, including the Built Environment; 
Business; Childcare; Computing; Engineering (Electrical and Manufacturing); Health and 
Social Care; Media; Performing Arts; Science (Applied and Medical) and Sport. The majority 
of HE is delivered in the Ballymena, Coleraine, and Newtownabbey campuses with smaller 
numbers of programmes being offered in Ballymoney and Magherafelt.  
 
In the 2020/21 academic year there were 766 students studying on Access and Foundation 
degree (Fd) programmes approved by Ulster University. A total of 102 staff are engaged in 
delivering these programmes to students. 
 
NRC also works with a variety of other awarding organisations in the delivery of its higher 
education portfolio including: 
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• Accounting Technicians Ireland (ATI); 
• Counselling and Psychotherapy Central Awarding Body (CPCAB); 
• Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development (CIPD); 
• City and Guilds; 
• Institute of Leadership and Management (ILM); 
• Institute of the Motor Industry (IMI); 
• Pearson;  
• the Queens University (QUB). 
 
 

3. NRC MISSION, VISION AND VALUES 
 
Mission 
 
To provide students with a life-changing, supportive and innovative experience; equipping 
them with the skills necessary to compete successfully in the global workplace and meet the 
needs of local employers. 
 
Vision 
 
To be an outstanding provider of training and further and higher education, focused on the 
needs of society and the modern economy. 
 
Values 
 
The Core Values ate NRC are: 
 

• Collaboration 
• Respect 
• Student focused 
• Innovation 

 
A copy of the NRC College Development Plan 2021/21 was provided in the supporting 
documentation which accompanied the Institutional Re-approval Document (IRD). The 
College’s strategic priorities and objectives correlate to those of the University’s in terms of: 
 
 • Civic Contribution; 
 • Global Vision; 
 • Academic Excellence; and 
 • Operational Excellence. 
 

 
4. GOVERNANCE AND MANAGEMENT 

 
The Governing Body at NRC is responsible for the ongoing strategic direction of the College 
and comprises of persons appointed under the Articles of the College, the majority of whom 
are non-executive.  
 
The College’s Governing Body comprises of members appointed by the Minister for the 
Economy, staff and students of the College, the Principal and members co-opted by the 
Governing Body. The role of the Chairman of the Governing Body is separate from the role 
of the College Principal as Chief Executive and Accounting Officer. The Governing Body is 
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responsible for the ongoing strategic direction of the College whilst the Executive Officers 
are responsible for the operational management of the College. The Governing Body 
approves all major developments and receives regular reports on the activities of the 
College.  
 
The Governing Body delegates responsibilities, approves all major developments and 
receives regular reports on all the activities of the College.  The Governing Body has several 
committees, including an Audit and Risk Committee, Resources Committee, and Education 
Committee.  All committees are formally constituted with terms of reference and comprise 
mainly non-executive members of the Governing Body.  The Education Committee has 
specific responsibility for academic governance and meets at least five times per annum, 
reporting to the Governing Body after each meeting.  The Terms of Reference and 
membership of the Education Committee were provided in the IRD. 
 
The internal management structure of the College comprises the Senior Leadership Teams 
(SLT) which includes the College Principal, the Vice Principal for Teaching and Learning 
(VPT&L), the Vice Principal for Performance and Development and the Chief Operating 
Officer.  SLT meet weekly to discuss and direct all strategic activities within the College. 
 
The VPT&L is responsible for the overall leadership, management and strategic 
development of the curriculum supported by three Heads of Department (HoDs), the Head 
of Student Experience and Exams, the Curriculum Development Manager and a Principal 
Lecturer with responsibility for Traineeships.  These senior managers meet regularly as the 
Curriculum Management Team (CMT) to lead and manage all curriculum provision within 
the College.  The operational management of curriculum delivery is the responsibility of the 
Heads of Department and 22 Curriculum Area Managers (CAMs).  Responsibilities at CAM 
level include maintaining the quality of teaching and learning and setting and maintaining 
academic standards as part of the performance management culture of the College. 
 
The College’s Teaching and Learning Committee (T&LC) has oversight of the College’s 
curriculum provision. The T&LC meets four times a year and monitors curriculum planning, 
the student experience, the Whole College Quality Improvement Plan, Essential Skills and 
Higher Education.  Minutes from T&LC are sent to SLT and forwarded to the Education 
Committee of the Governing Body. 
 
Feeding into the T&LC are a number of Forums, including the HE Forum. The HE Forum 
supports and advises SLT and CMT on issues related to the provision of higher education in 
the College, in addition to keeping the T&LC informed of key HE activities. The Terms of 
Reference and membership of the HE Forum were provided in the IRD. 
 
The College has a Quality Unit reporting to the VP for Performance & Development. The 
Unit is led by the Head of Quality and Change Management and comprises of the Quality 
Manager and a Quality Officer. The Quality Unit works across all areas of the College and 
supports CAMs and HoDs.  The Quality Manager is also a member of the T&LC and HE 
Forum and informs both committees of quality activities at a College level, especially those 
associated with the Quality Assurance Agency (QAA) and HE awarding organisations. 
 
The planning of the HE provision is overseen by the Curriculum Planning Team. HE 
provision is analysed by application and enrolment trends to determine the demand and 
relevance. In addition to this, the College gives consideration to new provision brought 
forward by the HoDs through to the relevant curriculum committees and with final sign off 
from the Governing Body. 
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5. COLLEGE FINANCE 
 
The current arrangements for further education in Northern Ireland were established by The 
Further Education (Northern Ireland) Order 1997 with Colleges being self-governing 
incorporated bodies with effect from 1 April 1998.  Based on this legislation Colleges are 
classified as Non-Departmental Public Bodies (NDPB).  Colleges have been granted 
charitable status by the HM Revenue and Customs. 
 
Staff within the Finance team at NRC are responsible for administering financial transactions 
including staff pay, accounts with external suppliers, requisitions, purchase orders and 
invoices.  The Head of Finance Governance Risk and Compliance, also produces the 
College’s Annual Financial Report and collates the College’s Risk Register. 
 
The Annual Report and Accounts for NRC for the 2019/20 were provided in the IRD.  These 
accounts show that the College recorded a deficit before exceptional items of £3,387k 
(2019: deficit of £4,038k).  The College’s operating cash outflow was £3,587k, (2019: 
£1,007k inflow). The decreased cashflow was due to the timing of cash drawdowns from the 
Department.  The College, like all Colleges in Northern Ireland, has significant reliance on 
DfE for its principal funding source, largely from recurrent grants.  In 2019/20, DfE provided 
73% of the College’s total income through allocated recurrent grant. This represented 12.2% 
(2019: 13.6%) of the total recurrent grant available to the sector. 
 
The College has accumulated income and expenditure reserves, excluding pension 
reserves, of £1,073k (2019: £1,674k) and cash balances of £1,381k (2019: £4,968k).  The 
College’s cash reserves at 31 July 2020 are 4.2% of the income for the year. The cash 
amount held is within the limit set in the Financial Memorandum by DfE. 
 
 

6. STANDARDS ASSURANCE AND QUALITY MANAGEMENT 
 
An external examiner is in place for all programmes approved by Ulster University which are 
delivered and assessed at NRC.  The FPMs monitors the academic standard and quality of 
all Ulster approved programmes offered within the College. No major issues have been 
identified on any of the programmes approved by Ulster. 
 
The College’s self-evaluation process gives course teams the opportunity to reflect on 
academic standards, quality of provision for learning, and leadership and management. For 
HE the process starts at course team level where staff complete a self-evaluation report 
(SER). The SER requires staff to evaluate their provision and identify key strengths and key 
areas for development. The team prepare a quality improvement plan (QIP) which includes 
how, who and when actions to improve the quality of provision will be addressed. On 
completion, course team SERs and QIPs are forwarded to CAMs who review course team 
submissions and provide feedback to their teams.  
 
Following the production of the QIP the College holds ‘Performance Review’ sessions to 
review programme performance and ensure that any actions required will be addressed. 
NRC is reviewing the process to ensure that good practice is also acknowledged and 
shared. 
 
To review delivery and support the SER process, students are asked to provide various 
forms of feedback e.g., module feedback, guest speaker, industrial visit and workshop 
feedback. Student representatives are involved in meetings with External Examiners. 
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External Examiner reports for Ulster approved programmes are disseminated through 
College platforms to the relevant students.  The College’s HE Forum also has 
representation from the HE Student Rep.  This allows direct HE student feedback regarding 
all issues related to the provision of HE in the College. 
 
NRC has an Internal Quality Assurance policy which explains how assignment tasks and 
assessment decisions should be internally verified, a copy of which was provided in the IRD. 
 
NRC was subject to a QAA Quality Review Visit in 2018 which concluded that there can be 
confidence that academic standards are reliable, meet UK requirements, and are 
reasonably comparable with standards set and achieved in other providers in the UK. There 
can be confidence that the quality of the student academic experience meets baseline 
regulatory requirements. 
 
The FPMs report an issue which concerns where the College decides to change level 3 
provision which is intended to lead to HE progression the University should be advised of 
this before the award is introduced so that the acceptability of the award can be assessed. 
 
The FPMs annual reports state that NRC compliance with Ulster QA processes is very good. 
However, they would like to see an HE Co-ordinator appointed as at present this post is 
filled on a temporary basis. FPMs have, on the whole, a very effective and productive 
relationship with all teams and Course Directors.  Student progression and attrition metrics 
are reviewed by course teams and broadly speaking are good across programmes. 
 
NRC engages fully with the University Continuous Assurance of Quality Enhancement 
(CAQE) process and the former annual course review.  A total of 11 Action Plans were 
requested from NRC as part of the 2019/20 CAQE relating mostly to low enrolments and 
poor retention.  Completed Action Plans were received and approved by Faculties. No 
programmes have had their revalidation date brought forward. 
 
The temporary HE Co-ordinator at NRC attends, and actively participates in, meetings of the 
Collaborative Partnership Forum (CPF).  A detailed HE Co-ordinators report is provided for 
each meeting of the Forum. However as noted above, to ensure continuity, this post should 
be filled as a permanent appointment. 
 

 
7. STUDENT SUPPORT AND THE STUDENT EXPERIENCE 

 
The NRC website has a ‘Your Application’ section which explains the admissions process. 
This includes entrance requirements, types of qualifications, fees and funding, how to apply, 
access to the online admissions portal and information regarding decisions on applications. 
In support of Widening Access and Participation, the College website also provides 
information regarding accreditation of prior experiential learning (APEL).  In August 2020 the 
College introduced a new Learner Management System which includes a new Admissions 
Portal. 
 
For 2020 entrants, applicants for Ulster University programmes used the University’s Online 
Admissions System (OLA) and Online Enrolment System (OLE). Support was provided to 
students in the use of these systems by course tutors and the College’s Quality Team.  The 
Quality Team also undertake a verification process on behalf of the University to check the 
applicant meets the University’s entrance criteria.  FPMs report that the new OLA/OLE 
process works well in NRC. 
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With regard to fees, the College’s ‘Fees Policy’ is publicly available on the College website. 
This includes information about how fees are set, types of fees, payment of fees, reduced 
tuition fees, collection of debt and refunds. 
 
Students receive an induction which introduces them to the College and their respective 
course.  The College also offers a refresher induction for Year 2 students.  To support 
induction the College has produced a standardised presentation which lecturers can use for 
HE students.  A checklist has also been produced to support staff and ensure key 
information is relayed to HE students during the induction period.  Student feedback is very 
supportive of both College and course induction. 
 
Students are also provided with a customised HE Student Course Guide. Areas covered 
include Quality Assurance Agency (QAA); National Student Survey (NSS); plagiarism, 
referencing and a programme specification which covers how knowledge and 
understanding, intellectual qualities, professional and practical skills and transferable skills 
will be developed over the course of the programme.  
 
A key information resource for students, during induction and throughout their time at 
College, is the ‘Student Hub’ which is accessible online via the College’s Canvas pages. 
The Student Hub contains a wide variety of information for students such as news, events, 
student voice and study skills, in addition to signposting students to services such as 
Exams, the Library, Careers and services offered by the Student Support Team. 
 
Full-time HE students also have tutorial sessions to monitor their academic progress through 
the course. These are held weekly and aim to address any individual issues a student may 
be having in relation to their programme of study. 
 
In relation to student welfare, the Student Support team at NRC provide support and 
guidance to students across the College. 
 
For HE provision Staff/ Student Consultative Meetings (SSCMs) are a key mechanism for 
obtaining student feedback regarding all aspects of the students’ experience.  All HE 
courses are required to Hold, and minute, formal SSCC meetings and standardised agenda 
templates, are available to all HE staff to support this activity.  Minutes from SSCMs are sent 
to CAMs who are responsible for monitoring the issues raised.  The Quality Unit also 
receives a copy of SSCM minutes and they track and monitor actions taken to address 
issues raised.  Minutes are also routinely forwarded to the appropriate FPM. 
 
In addition to SSCMs, each class is provided with the opportunity to nominate a Class  
Representative.  Class Reps are elected by their course colleagues to represent their 
collective interests on issues related to their education and welfare.  Class Reps can also 
raise issues and provide feedback to the Course Director regarding all aspects of the 
programme.  Class Reps are elected at the start of term in September with Class Rep 
training starting at the end of September/early October in each campus. Meetings are held 
once per term on each campus.  
 
Currently NRC does not retain transcripts indefinitely.  This is being addressed through the 
Collaborative Partnerships Forum. 
 
The College also has a Students’ Union which is led by the College’s Student Leadership 
Team. The Union represents all students in the College and every student is automatically a 
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member. Students who are Class Reps are active members in the Union and can progress 
into Campus Officers, which cover a variety of roles, or Students’ Union President.  
 
The College has dedicated policies for student discipline, student assessment appeals and  
complaints.  Copies of these policies were provided in the IRD. The College has an internal 
process to manage the development of policies and procedures which includes the need for 
such documents to be equality screened.  After policies and procedures have gone through 
the internal process, they are made accessible to staff via a dedicated Canvas page, and to 
students via the Student Hub. 
 
The Careers Team at NRC provides Careers Education, Information, Advice and Guidance 
(CEIAG) service, developing and implementing a range of activities designed to support 
prospective and current students to make informed career and progression choices.  This 
includes progression from L3 programmes to FD, HLA and other HE opportunities. 
 

 
8. ADMINISTRATIVE SUPPORT 

 
The College has a number of teams to support the administrative work of the College. 
References are made to the various administrative teams throughout this report. 
 
The Exams team, managed by the Regulatory and Examinations Manager, is responsible 
for administering students’ details with awarding organisations.  The Exams team enters 
student details onto awarding organisation platforms, organises invigilation for external 
assessments in addition to managing claims and certification.  The College has a member of 
staff from the Exams team on each campus. 
 
The Quality team works closely with the curriculum teams to ensure that the College meets 
the requirements of the various awarding bodies, including Ulster University.  The team co-
ordinates the annual self-evaluation processes across HE, FE and WBL and identifies good 
practice as well as areas for improvement in order to drive continuous improvement of our 
provision. Student surveys are conducted and analysed to identify strengths and areas for 
improvement to enrich the student experience. 
 
 

9. RESOURCES 
 

Staff Resources 
 
Human Resources (HR) at NRC administer processes for recruiting, appraising and 
recording the details of staff employed by the College. HR provide support and guidance for 
line managers through identified Business Support Partners. 

 
The College operates a staff recruitment and competency-based selection process as 
reflected in the ‘Recruitment and Selection Policy’.  All posts have a detailed job description 
which includes key duties and responsibilities. Awarding organisation requirements are set 
as essential criteria for selection. All applicants for a teaching post must carry out a short 
vocationally relevant teaching session as part of their formal interview.  A copy of the 
College Recruitment and Selection Policy was provided within the IRD. 
 
In addition to induction from their line manager, new full-time and part-time staff, curriculum  
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and support, are provided with the opportunity to attend a College induction programme in 
their first year of employment. This covers the role of key departments in the College, in 
addition to explaining the support available to staff during their employment. New full-time 
lecturing staff who do not hold a teaching qualification must complete a PGCE(FE) within 
three years of starting employment.  
 
Existing staff are supported in their development through the Learning and Development 
Manager who organises annual CPD Days, in addition to managing processes for staff to 
apply and record staff development at an individual level. The ‘Learning and Development 
Policy’ explains staffs’ responsibilities with regard to CPD in addition to how CPD is 
categorised and supported by the College. The Learning and Development Manager works 
with four Teaching and Learning Advisors (TLAs) and also the Creative and Innovative 
Learning Team (CIL Team) in delivering CPD.  
 
The College has a staff appraisal scheme which runs on a two-year cycle and is monitored 
by the HR Department. As part of the academic staff appraisal scheme, classroom visits are 
carried out by immediate line managers. Classroom visits involve lesson observation with 
constructive and supportive feedback to the staff regarding good practice and areas for 
development. In addition, TLAs also conduct lesson observations and provide post-lesson 
feedback to staff, as well as supporting individual staff and College-wide staff development 
initiatives with regard to developing high quality teaching and learning. 
 
Library and IT Resources  
 
Six College libraries offer NRC students with a wide range of online resources, books, 
journals and audio-visual equipment appropriate to the courses taught at each campus. All 
libraries offer a suite of computers and dedicated study areas. 
 
Students and staff may borrow books from other campus libraries using the libraries’ Inter-
Library loan service and online click and collect option available via the library’s online 
catalogue (iDiscover).  All College staff and students also have access to digital information 
resource subscriptions such as e-books, e-journals, e-databases and other subject related 
online content.  Access to online resources is available to all students and staff 24/7 from 
outside the College. 
 
The Library team consists of 11-13 staff whose role is to maintain relevant and up to date  
information resources. They rely on the direction of curriculum staff in the review and 
acquisition of new resources. Library staff achieve this through requests for reading lists and 
through regular evaluation by the Library Manger of physical and online information and 
digital resources.  All students are given an online induction session by the library team 
during their first week at the College.  
 
When induction is delivered on-campus, it also involves a library tour, explanation of the 
code of conduct and booking systems, an introduction to physical and online information 
resources and other relevant online applications. Library staff are also available during 
opening hours to assist students with queries (in person and online) and to provide support 
in locating resources. Instructional Library Guides and online tutorials are available on the 
College’s Canvas pages which provide a range of support in relation to the services 
provided by the Library.  
 
College libraries aim to provide students with the necessary digital information literacy skills 
to help prepare them for their future career pathway i.e., progression onto University or to 
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succeed in their chosen field of work.  The College’s library service offers both in person and 
online virtual workshops.  
 
In addition to IT resources, the College has a number of laboratories and workshops, 
working salons and kitchens.  Facilities and equipment are considered for new qualifications 
as part of the College’s course planning and approval process to ensure that qualifications 
are appropriately resourced. Resources are reviewed annually by the course team through 
the self-evaluation process.  
 
The College has a ‘Course Creation, Change, Cancellation or Closure Policy’ which requires 
staff to consider what resources are necessary in the development of a new qualification. 
During the validation and revalidation of UU courses, University representatives visit the 
College to ensure appropriate resources are available.  The external examiner and FPM 
also comment annually on resources. 
 
External examiners and FPMs confirm that the resources in place for students at NRC, in 
terms of library, ICT and learning support are very good.  Teaching laboratories are well-
equipped.  Resources are kept under review with a commitment from senior management to 
maintain existing resources to a high standard and to invest where necessary.  In their 
meetings with external examiners students have commented favourably on the quality of 
resources within the College. 
 
 

10. PUBLISHED INFORMATION 
 
The College has two main policies for the provision of information; the ‘Brand and 
Publications Compliance Protocol’ and the ‘Online and Printed Prospectus Protocol’.  These 
protocols aim to ensure the accuracy and consistency of information, reduce the need for 
corrections and ensure brand guidelines are adhered to.  A copy of both protocols was 
provided with the IRD. 
 
The College’s HoD for BSI currently fulfils the University’s HE Coordinator role and acts as a 
single point of contact between the University and the College.  This ensures that 
information published by the College in relation to validated courses complies with 
University guidelines and regulations.  For prospective students, an overview of each course 
is provided on the College website. This includes details of course content, entry criteria and 
application processes.  For current students, the course directors and module tutors use e-
mail and Canvas to communicate information, and to enable students to access materials 
outside College. 
 
The HE Co-ordinator is responsible for forwarding draft printed and electronic material to the 
FPM for approval. 
 
 

11.  CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
The review of documentation provided by NRC, together with the University’s ongoing 
monitoring and review processes, provide broad confidence that, at an institutional level, the 
College has effective policies and procedures in place to meet the University’s standards 
assurance and quality management requirements. 
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The University is satisfied that the NRC has the capacity to retain responsibility for the 
aspects of delivery, monitoring and management of programmes devolved to them. 
 
The College is asked to give consideration to the following: 
 

• Expedite the appointment of a permanent HE Co-ordinator. 
 

• Where the College decides to change level 3 provision which is intended to lead to 
HE progression, the University should be informed in advance so that the 
acceptability of level 3 awards can be assessed before they are introduced. 

 
RECOMMENDATION:   that a Memorandum of Recognition be signed for a period of  
  5 years (2021/22 – 2025/26). 

 


