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CINNTE reviews of private & independent HEls

- 2024 - CINNTE reviews extended to
include independent and private HElIs

- Terms of reference and handbook devised

- Reviews of the four large private and
independent HEIs completed - review
reports published

- Reviews evaluate institution-wide QA

- Thematic analysis conducted on these four
reports
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SECTION 1: BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT
 In 2024, Quality and Qualifications Ireland (QQI) initiated the institutional reviews of the four largest independent and private higher education institutions (HEIs) in Ireland. These reviews are part of QQI’s CINNTE cycle of reviews, which has been extended to include the independent and private HEIs alongside publicly regulated institutions. These providers were prioritised based on their intention to seek delegated authority (DA) when it becomes available. QQI’s CINNTE review process evaluates the effectiveness of institution-wide QA procedures to enhance the quality of education, training, research and related services. The CINNTE review process is aligned with the Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the European Higher Education Area (ESG, 2015). Discrete terms of reference and a handbook were developed specifically for the review of independent and private providers; these were published in late 2023. The institutional review site visits concluded in Q4, 2024, with the publication of all review reports by Q2, 2025. The review process includes self-evaluation reports, external assessments through desk reviews and on-site dialogues by an external review team, and the publication of review reports with findings and recommendations. The inclusion of independent and private HEIs in the CINNTE review cycle marks a significant step towards enhancing the quality and accountability of higher education in Ireland, fostering trust and public confidence. By extending the review process to these institutions, QQI aims to ensure that all HEIs, regardless of their regulatory status, adhere to high standards of QA and continuous improvement.
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Thematic Analysis

- Describes and analyses general
findings across a process/sector.

- |ldentifies common themes.

- Shows developments, trends and
areas of good practice.

- Contributes to improvements at
institutional and sectoral level,

national and international contexts.
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 This thematic analysis was conducted combining both generative artificial intelligence (GenAI) and traditional manual analysis of the review reports 2 . Using the licensed version of Microsoft 365 Copilot (MS Copilot), a browser-based AI tool, 3 a desk review was undertaken by one QQI executive staff member on each of the four reports, with MS Copilot being assigned the role of a research assistant, extracting and synthesising the key themes within the core headings of the framework. In parallel, a separate desk analysis was undertaken by another QQI executive staff member manually extracting and documenting the key themes. Neither staff member communicated on the findings from the data until the individual analysis was complete. Following this, the themes and insights were compared; through discussion and collaboration the final set of themes were identified. 4  In considering the five levels or tiers of assistance by GenAI 5 , for the purpose of this thematic analysis, it is categorised as level 3.
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GenAl & manual analysis

Combined Approach: GenAl and manual
methods used to identify key themes.

MS Copilot acted as a research assistant.

Independent Review Process: Two staff
members conducted independent
thematic analysis.

Theme verification: Final themes verified
through discussion and collaboration.
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Methodologies for ISER
Governance and Management of QA

Teaching, Learning and Assessment

Self-Evaluation, Monitoring and Review
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Stakeholder engagement in ISER development, Data collection, analysis, and case studies, Reflective, evaluative approaches and alignment with strategic goals, Identification of key areas for improvement in ISERs
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Methodologies for the ISER - Key Themes

 Stakeholder engagement in ISER
development.

 Data collection, analysis, and case
studies.

* Reflective, evaluative approaches and
alignment with strategic goals.

* |dentification of key areas for
Improvement in ISERs.
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 The Institutional Self-Evaluation Report (ISER) is a key component of the CINNTE review process, providing the institution with an opportunity to reflect on practices and examine how effectively it assures and enhances the quality of its teaching, learning, research and service activities, to support the achievement of its strategic goals. The self-evaluation process is a reflective and critical evaluation completed by the members of an institution’s community, including learners, staff at all levels of the organisation, and external stakeholders. This thematic analysis examines the methodologies employed by the four institutions in developing their ISERs, highlighting common themes and approaches. 


STAKEHOLDER ENGAGEMENT
 All four institutions adopted an inclusive approach to stakeholder engagement in the development of the ISER. This included forming ISER working groups with representatives from various departments and conducting a range of consultation activities with stakeholders, including staff, students and external partners ensuring a wide range of perspectives and insights. 

Review teams acknowledged and recognised the efforts by the institutions to engage with stakeholders, although there was some variation in the extent of engagement. In one instance the review team reported that participation of more diverse stakeholders, such as external examiners and employers/placement providers, would have been beneficial, and in another, the team noted that while there was active engagement with student groups, it was disappointing to see no student representative on the ISER working group.
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Stakeholder engagement in ISER development

* Inclusive Stakeholder Engagement with
diverse ISER working groups formed.

* Wide ranging consultations provided
valuable insights.

* \Variations in level of engagement, review
teams suggested adding external
examiners and employers.

 Concern about lack of student
representatives on some groups, despite
student involvement in the process.
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Data collection, analysis and case studies

- Diverse Data Collection - Institutions
used quantitative and qualitative data
(surveys, feedback, KPIs).

- Case Studies and Peer Reviews - Good
practices and areas for improvement.

- Shared Data Analysis - Fostered
stakeholder engagement.

- Areas for Improvement - Incorporating
metrics, enhancing student
participation.
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DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS
 The institutions employed diverse data-driven approaches in the development of their ISERs, gathering quantitative and qualitative data from various sources such as student surveys, staff feedback and institutional performance metrics. Examples cited in the reports include staff feedback and data from student focus groups and external examiner reports. Other good examples included the production of case studies following a peer review exercise to showcase examples of internal quality reviews, good practice and areas of enhancement. 

It was noted that the shared analysis of data created a sense of buy-in, invoked a sense of shared purpose with stakeholders and supported meaningful engagement with the review process. One institution earned a commendation for their approach to institutional review and the support and guidance provided to the institution community. However, in another institution, it was observed that incorporating more metrics and statistical data could have offered more quantifiable support to the narrative and conclusions presented in the ISER. It was further noted that some institutions had limited participation of students in ISER working/development groups.
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Reflective, evaluative approaches and alignment with
strategic goals

Commitment to critical reflection and
continuous improvement.

Alignment with Strategic Goals - focus
on key quality and development areas.

Need to enhance Data-Driven QA -
systematic, data-driven monitoring.

Strategic Workforce Planning —need
to develop workforce plans to support
growth and clarify roles.
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REFLECTIVE AND EVALUATIVE APPROACH
 The review teams noted that the ISERs demonstrated a strong commitment to critical reflection and continuous improvement across the institutions, identifying key areas for enhancement and setting out action plans. All institutions generated recommendations for future actions and improvements in QA processes within their ISERs. 


ALIGNMENT WITH STRATEGIC GOALS
 The ISERs were closely aligned with the strategic goals and objectives of each institution, ensuring relevance and focus on key areas. Review teams noted that existing strategic indicators were relevant for monitoring quality, understanding the student journey and effectively utilising data from programme review processes. The alignment of these indicators was also seen as a mechanism to ensure that the process of self-evaluation would support the institution’s mission and future development. 

It was also noted that strengthening formal QA processes with systematic, data-driven monitoring and the alignment of actions could further enhance effective QA governance. Where institutions reported projected growth, the review teams recommended that planning and development processes should be consolidated into fully integrated strategic management frameworks. Similarly, it was recommended that institutions prioritise strategic workforce development plans to identify and acknowledge the staff resources needed to support growth, and to move away from the informal and commendable ‘all hands-on deck’ approach. This would ensure that the roles and responsibilities of staff in cross-functional processes are clear, up to date and appropriately defined.
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Identification of key areas for improvement in ISERs

Enhance Student Support Services -
foster academic success and
wellbeing.

Improve Assessment and Feedback
methods - better support learning
outcomes.

Strengthen QA Governance — more
effective institutional quality
assurance.
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IDENTIFICATION OF KEY AREAS FOR IMPROVEMENT
 Each ISER identified several key areas for improvement, including enhancing student support services, improving assessment and feedback processes and strengthening governance and management structures. These recommendations aim to enhance the effectiveness of the ISER methodology and contribute to the continuous improvement of QA processes within these institutions.
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Governance and Management Themes

* Clear governance structures with
oversight teams.

* Centralised and updated QA policies.

* Commitment to quality and inclusivity
through staff development.

* Ensuring academic integrity with policies
& procedures, external examiners,

guidelines for research and use of GenAl.
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SECTION 3: GOVERNANCE AND MANAGEMENT
 Governance and management structures are crucial for ensuring the effectiveness and comprehensiveness of QA within HEIs. This thematic analysis examines the effectiveness of QA governance and management processes across the four institutions, highlighting the common themes arising in the good practice and identified areas for improvement.

Review teams found that in the main, the institutions have established solid governance structures to oversee their QA processes and ensure a clear demarcation between the corporate and academic structures. These structures typically include a board of directors, an academic board, a senior leadership team (SLT) and various subcommittees of the academic board. These multiple committees oversee various academic and operational elements of QA to monitor the effectiveness of QA and enhancement processes. While the separation of corporate and academic structures is essential, in one institution, the Academic Dean (who is also the Academic Board Chair) was appointed to the Board of Directors to ensure an academic perspective was included in the Board’s planning and decision making. It was also noted that within the same institution a board member was currently working and supporting digital learning staff on a specific AI project. In other institutions, the inclusion of independent non-executive directors on academic and quality sub-committees and the establishment of sub-committees for managing risk were commended as welcome QA enhancements by review teams. 

However, review teams also noted that governance structures can be overly complex and duplicative and have encouraged institutions to remain alert to these issues and to regularly monitor and streamline their governance processes to avoid unnecessary complexity. In one instance, the review team identified certain remedial actions to ensure that documented details of academic committees remain accurate, up to date and easily accessible to all stakeholders at a central point.
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Governance and Management: Areas for Improvement

e Simplify QA Governance Structures.

* Enhanced Learner Engagement in QA
Governance Forums.

* Integrate strategic planning and improve
communication.

* Develop strategic workforce plans and
data-driven monitoring supports.
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Teaching, Learning and Assessment (TLA) Themes

Quality and Flexibility: HEIs are
ensuring high-quality teaching through
expert-led programme design, flexible
delivery and continuous monitoring,
supported by staff development.

Learning Environment: HEIs are
enhancing student learning via
strategic infrastructure investment,
expanding flexible delivery modes and
updating QA processes to ensure
equity and inclusion.
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SECTION 4: TEACHING, LEARNING AND ASSESSMENT
 Teaching, learning, and assessment are fundamental components of HEIs. This thematic analysis examines the findings of the review teams in the policies, processes and practices employed by the institutions in ensuring the quality of teaching, learning, and assessment, highlighting common topics arising. 

Review teams have consistently confirmed the institutions’ dedication to maintaining high standards in their teaching, learning and assessment practices. Programmes are designed by expert faculty and undergo a multi-layered approach towards validation. Policy focuses on increasing flexibility and authenticity in the learning environment and promoting greater integration between students, faculty and industry to allow for a more holistic student-centred experience. This extends to a blended model for teaching that includes integrating online and face-to-face instruction with work placements. Two institutions make specific reference to the use of Universal Design for Learning (UDL) principles in their teaching practices with one institution offering a certified digital badge to all staff. 

All institutions have demonstrated good practice in teaching. The implementation of UDL practices in one institution demonstrates the accessibility and inclusiveness of programmes and the review team noted here that all modules are embedded with EDI themes, including ethics, building confidence and supporting practice-based elements of the programmes, particularly when it comes to work placements. In another institution, it has a dedicated teaching enhancement unit focused on developing staff resources to support changes to blended and online learning. A third institution operates a rigorous process for monitoring of teaching, including a mock lecture as part of the selection process in the recruitment of teaching staff. 

All institutions engage in comprehensive monitoring through student feedback and oversight by programme leaders and committees. In one institution the review team has recommended that ongoing support in pedagogy should be provided to teaching staff to optimise effective teaching practice, especially in large class situations.
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Teaching, Learning and Assessment (TLA) Themes

Assessment and Academic
integrity(Al): HEIs are enhancing Al
through updated assessment
policies and practices, while
continuing to strengthen
consistency of information
communicated with stakeholders.
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Teaching, Learning and Assessment (TLA) Themes

Learner Support Services: HEIs offer
comprehensive support services—
including digital hubs, libraries, and
tailored international student
assistance—while being encouraged to
enhance data monitoring and
accessibility to better serve diverse
student needs.
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TLA: Areas for Improvement

Assessment Clarity: Improve accessibility
and consistency of assessment
information for students.

Monitoring Frameworks: Strengthen
systems for benchmarking and analysing
student results.

Academic Integrity: Update policies to
address emerging challenges in academic
integrity, such as the use of GenAl.
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Review teams have consistently confirmed the institutions’ dedication to maintaining high standards in their teaching, learning and assessment practices. Programmes are designed by expert faculty and undergo a multi-layered approach towards validation. Policy focuses on increasing flexibility and authenticity in the learning environment and promoting greater integration between students, faculty and industry to allow for a more holistic student-centred experience. This extends to a blended model for teaching that includes integrating online and face-to-face instruction with work placements. Two institutions make specific reference to the use of Universal Design for Learning (UDL) principles in their teaching practices with one institution offering a certified digital badge to all staff. 

All institutions have demonstrated good practice in teaching. The implementation of UDL practices in one institution demonstrates the accessibility and inclusiveness of programmes and the review team noted here that all modules are embedded with EDI themes, including ethics, building confidence and supporting practice-based elements of the programmes, particularly when it comes to work placements. In another institution, it has a dedicated teaching enhancement unit focused on developing staff resources to support changes to blended and online learning. A third institution operates a rigorous process for monitoring of teaching, including a mock lecture as part of the selection process in the recruitment of teaching staff. 

All institutions engage in comprehensive monitoring through student feedback and oversight by programme leaders and committees. In one institution the review team has recommended that ongoing support in pedagogy should be provided to teaching staff to optimise effective teaching practice, especially in large class situations.
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TLA: Areas for Improvement

Work-Integrated Learning: Expand
accredited placements to enhance
employability and practical experience for
students.

Student Partnership: Embedding a
‘students as partners’ approach to ensure
meaningful student participation in self-
evaluation, monitoring, and governance
processes.

arbhu Cailio ht
g s Ca I chtai Eir

Ity

alific ‘r s Ireland


Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes

---
This slide references information from the following file: https://qqi365-my.sharepoint.com/personal/adurnin_qqi_ie/Documents/Desktop/thematic-analysis-of-the-cinnte-review-reports-of-independent-and-private-heis.pdf



SECTION 4: TEACHING, LEARNING AND ASSESSMENT
 Teaching, learning, and assessment are fundamental components of HEIs. This thematic analysis examines the findings of the review teams in the policies, processes and practices employed by the institutions in ensuring the quality of teaching, learning, and assessment, highlighting common topics arising. 

Review teams have consistently confirmed the institutions’ dedication to maintaining high standards in their teaching, learning and assessment practices. Programmes are designed by expert faculty and undergo a multi-layered approach towards validation. Policy focuses on increasing flexibility and authenticity in the learning environment and promoting greater integration between students, faculty and industry to allow for a more holistic student-centred experience. This extends to a blended model for teaching that includes integrating online and face-to-face instruction with work placements. Two institutions make specific reference to the use of Universal Design for Learning (UDL) principles in their teaching practices with one institution offering a certified digital badge to all staff. 

All institutions have demonstrated good practice in teaching. The implementation of UDL practices in one institution demonstrates the accessibility and inclusiveness of programmes and the review team noted here that all modules are embedded with EDI themes, including ethics, building confidence and supporting practice-based elements of the programmes, particularly when it comes to work placements. In another institution, it has a dedicated teaching enhancement unit focused on developing staff resources to support changes to blended and online learning. A third institution operates a rigorous process for monitoring of teaching, including a mock lecture as part of the selection process in the recruitment of teaching staff. 

All institutions engage in comprehensive monitoring through student feedback and oversight by programme leaders and committees. In one institution the review team has recommended that ongoing support in pedagogy should be provided to teaching staff to optimise effective teaching practice, especially in large class situations.

Image source: Microsoft 365 content library



Self-Evaluation, Monitoring & Review: Key Themes

Structured Review Cycles: regular programme
reviews undertaken using diverse monitoring
mechanisms.

Integrated Monitoring: Multi-layered
approaches combine internal audits, external
evaluations & stakeholder feedback.

Inclusive Engagement with stakeholders
ensuring diverse perspectives in self-evaluation.

Collaborative Practices: Advisory groups and
inclusive consultations commonly used.
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SECTION 5: SELF-EVALUATION, MONITORING, AND REVIEW
 All institutions have established self-evaluation processes with mechanisms to involve a range of stakeholders. These processes include periodic reviews of programmes, student services, and administrative functions.
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Areas identified for improvement

- Stakeholder Engagement Practices:
Continue to involve diverse stakeholders in
self-evaluation.

« Enhance Stakeholder Input: Enhance input
form external examiners, employers, and
placement providers.

- Data-Driven Decision Making: Strengthen
internal QA and enhance data driven decision
making.

« Clear Quality Indicators: Develop measurable
indicators to provide insights for management
and staff decision-making.
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STAKEHOLDER ENGAGEMENT
 Engaging stakeholders in the self-evaluation, monitoring and review processes is a key practice among the institutions. Mechanisms have been put in place to involve faculty, staff, students, and external partners in these processes to ensure a comprehensive and inclusive approach. For instance, some institutions have established stakeholder advisory groups to provide input on various aspects of their operations, prioritising stakeholder engagement in their QA processes.


IDENTIFIED AREAS FOR IMPROVEMENT
 The following topics were identified by review teams as areas for improvement or further enhancement: • The continued enhancement of stakeholder engagement through self-evaluation, monitoring, and review processes by involving a diverse range of stakeholders, such as external examiners, employers and placement providers. • The strengthening and prioritising of data-driven decision-making processes more systematically into internal QA processes, ensuring the availability and accessibility of data to relevant stakeholders for monitoring and review purposes. • The development of clear and measurable quality indicators based on data to inform decision-making and provide quick and easy insights for the governing body, senior management, and all staff. These recommendations aim to enhance the effectiveness of self-evaluation, monitoring, and review practices and contribute to the continuous improvement of QA processes. 

Image source: Microsoft 365 content library



	Slide Number 1
	CINNTE reviews of private & independent HEIs
	Thematic Analysis
	GenAI & manual analysis 
	Slide Number 5
	Methodologies for the ISER - Key Themes
	Stakeholder engagement in ISER development
	Data collection, analysis and case studies
	Reflective, evaluative approaches and alignment with strategic goals
	Identification of key areas for improvement in ISERs
	Governance and Management Themes
	Governance and Management: Areas for Improvement
	Teaching, Learning and Assessment (TLA) Themes
	Teaching, Learning and Assessment (TLA) Themes
	Teaching, Learning and Assessment (TLA) Themes
	TLA: Areas for Improvement
	TLA: Areas for Improvement
	Self-Evaluation, Monitoring & Review: Key Themes
	Areas identified for improvement

