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1. Executive Summary

1.1 Section A: Background

1.1.1 The Peer Review Panel
The Peer Review Panel was composed of:

External Peers:
. Dr Iring Wasser (Head of Peer Review Panel)
. Dr Thomas Lichtenberg (Quality Assurance Expert)

Staff Members of the National Commission for Further and Higher Education
(NCFHE):

. Ms Angelique Grech (Senior Officer, NCFHE)

. Mr Adam Liwak (Officer, NCFHE)

Student peers:
J Ms Yanica Sant
J Mr Gayle Lynn Callus

1.1.2 Specific Terms of Reference and Main Lines of Inquiry

Following the Scoping Visit carried out by the EQA Panel on the 23rd - 25t of March 2015,
and the perusal of documentation presented by the 15t of April 2015, the initial main lines
of inquiry for this EQA comprised the following:

a. Fitness for purpose and effectiveness of the internal quality assurance processes used by
the provider, including an examination of the system'’s structure, the documentation it
produces and the evaluations of quality conducted by the provider;

b. The EQA shall examine the compliance by providers with obligations of licence holders
under these regulations, where applicable, as well as any conditions or restrictions
imposed by the Commission on the licensee under these regulations;

c. The EQA shall include appropriate investigatory mechanisms to ensure financial probity,
and where the provider is a body corporate, to ensure that the members of the body
corporate, the legal representative and the persons occupying a headship position are fit
and proper persons to deliver further or higher education programmes.



1.2 Section B: Key Findings, Judgements and Recommendations

1.2.1 Institutional Context

It is important to emphasize at the outset of this report that the external quality assurance
review of the Institute of Tourism Studies (ITS) took place under exceptional circumstances.
ITS, at the time of the review, was in a transient phase of reinvention in nearly all aspects of
its operations. As is further elaborated in Section 2.3 of this report, practically all key
academic and administrative leadership positions are currently vacant and the recruitment
process is on-going with new strategic plans for the future being negotiated and about to be
published. Closely connected to these developments is the question of the future mission and
vision of ITS and the conundrum of whether ITS will develop into an institution delivering
qualifications at Level 6 and upwards of the Malta Qualifications Framework. With regards
to the establishment of a fully functional quality assurance mechanism for the institute, most
of the envisaged quality assurance loops for key operations in the area of teaching and
learning, as well as administrative support services, are newly designed and awaiting
implementation.. Combined with the absence of dependable action plans, accompanying key
performance indicators and underlying financing arrangements in line with short and mid-
term strategic plans already in place, the auditors made it their first priority to simply
evaluate current problematic circumstances instead of assessing the value of future
scenarios or plans to be implemented in the coming years. The assignment that was given to
the external review team was to evaluate in detail the status quo of ITS affairs with regard to
the eleven Standards enumerated. The institutional context is being elaborated in further
detail in the respective paragraph of this report.

The review team acknowledged that in the interim period between the scoping visit and the
actual review, a remarkable change took place within ITS which was commonly attributed to
the recruitment of a new Executive Director. All interview partners and ITS stakeholders
unanimously expressed their longing that the difficulties of the past could hopefully be
overcome with new leadership and new dependable quality assurance structures. The
teaching staff expressed their commitment to contributing to a brighter future and endorsed
a lot of the proposed changes. The review team took note of these developments and
discussed the potential of the projected changes under each of the 11 Standards under the so
called “Good practice identified / developments observed” heading and recommend that a
follow up review should be envisaged in the near future to assess whether a new quality
culture will have indeed materialized within ITS.

The peers in the aftermath of our visit received positive feedback from ITS with regard to
the draft report as it reinforces our impression that ITS is taking the recommendations made
seriously and is progressing with great alacrity in implementing them. Factual errors in the
report, where necessary, have been corrected.



1.2.2 Conditions and Recommendations

Standard 1 - Policy for Quality Assurance

Main Findings

The Institute of Tourism Studies has not yet formulated an explicit policy statement for
quality assurance in terms of a separate quality assurance policy.

Instead, the Institute provided the external peers with a “Quality Assurance Handbook”
dated March 2015. This handbook elaborates an understanding of quality and criteria for
assessment and measurement of Academic Quality Assurance at the Institute of Tourism
Studies.

Judgment
ITS does not meet Standard 1.

Recommendations

It is recommended that the Institute develops a separate Quality Assurance Policy and
should provide a timeframe when this will be implemented.

The Quality Assurance Policy should make reference to “research” and “teaching and
learning” in the context of the pending new ITS vision and mission.

The quality assurance procedures described in the Quality Assurance Handbook need to
be put to a thorough and more systematic test and adjusted after tangible results are
yielded to close the feedback loop; ITS should provide a timeframe of implementation.
Procedures and measures to ensure academic integrity should be outlined in an official
and binding document.

Facts of “discrimination” and “intolerance” should be presented and defined more clearly
in the “Rules and Regulations” of the Institute.

Standard 2 - Institutional Probity

Main Findings

Like many other educational entities in the public sector, ITS receives confirmation of its
yearly budgetary allocation during the budget debates in Parliament, when the academic
year has already started.

The management lacunae in ITS have led to under-spending of its budgetary allocation
in recent past.

The main source of extraneous funds generated by ITS remain Part Time courses, EU
funded projects (partnerships) and Catering operations (restaurants). The peers have,
however, concluded that ITS’s capacity to generate more funds needs to be further
developed.



All this hinders the capacity of ITS to make longer-term plans for its financial
sustainability in terms of its plans for growth. This is also impacting the capacity of the
institution to implement more comprehensive QA measures.

Judgment
ITS does not meet Standard 2.

Recommendations

The Quality Assurance Policy, based on the Quality Assurance Handbook. should further
elaborate the institutional and individual responsibilities to reach a comprehensive
quality assurance system.

The Quality Assurance Policy, based on the Quality Assurance Handbook, should revise
the organisational structure of the quality assurance system by taking into consideration
classical management tools like separation of powers (planning, executive and oversight)
in the different institutional bodies, the clear assignment of responsibilities and the
reduction of complexity in QA arrangements.

ITS needs to have a more stable and sustainable financial environment to be able to plan
its long-term growth.

ITS needs to make better use of market opportunities for generating its own funds to
assist in its financial sustainability and allow for more comprehensive QA measures.

Standard 3 - Design and Approval of Programmes

Main Findings

Appendix 5 of the Quality Assurance Handbook describes the corresponding “ITS
Programme Validation System”. The Institute follows its programme validation system
which allows for different approaches to be set up for new educational programmes.

The peers appreciate the open approach to new programme ideas; however, they
critically indicate that this approach thus far has been highly dependent on ad-hoc
initiatives and lacks a structural and systematic approach to regularly reflect on
upcoming tourism trends and market demands that need to be considered in the
educational programmes within the different departments.

The peers critically note that, in some instances, members of staff are on both the “Board
of Studies” and the “Programme Quality Validation Board”. This means that there is a
conflict of interest at the operational level (“Board of Studies”) and the oversight level
(“Programme Quality Validation Board”).

A considerable number of educational programmes offer two or more versions of
curricula at the same time. The peers underline that this increases significantly the
teachers’ work-load, wastes resources as programmes at times have to be offered for a
very small number of students and, in addition, causes tensions among the students as



the updated curricula may be perceived as more advantageous when compared to the
“old” curricula.

During the discussions, the peers were told that a so-called Academic Advisory Board
was involved in the programme validation process. However, this is not outlined in the
respective document. The peers underline that the Quality Assurance Policy, which is
presently being developed, must describe the full cycle of programme validation.

Judgment
ITS does not meet Standard 3.

Recommendations

The “ITS Programme Validation System” (Appendix 5 of Quality Assurance Handbook)
must be tweaked significantly (compare following recommendations) and, made
available in a legally binding document (Quality Assurance Policy).

Establish a systematic and structured planning session and approach to regularly revise
the running programmes at ITS to include representatives from business, students and
other relevant stakeholders in the process.

The full cycle of programme validation must be transparent and outlined in a binding
document. The role of the academic advisory committee should be clarified. It is
recommended rethinking the structure to come to a leaner process and clearer
distribution of responsibilities.

It should be possible for students to switch from an old curriculum to a new one if
requested.

ITS should enforce a strict division of personnel in operational and oversight structures.

Standard 4 - Student-Centred Learning, Teaching and Assessment

Main Findings

An initial survey was carried out to evaluate the different pedagogical approaches. The
conclusions found that the determining approach taken was left in the hands of the
individual lecturer (ambiguous sentence). The Institute at this stage does not possess a
concerted policy and programme to promote and develop pedagogical systems within
the Institution.

The teachers underline that there was significant interest among the staff members to
participate in pedagogical education and training but requests to participate in didactical
courses have been frequently rejected in the past.

Judgment
ITS requires improvement to meet Standard 4.



Recommendations

The Institute should implement a systematic approach to regularly evaluate and adjust
the modes of delivery and pedagogical methods; staff members should be provided the
opportunity to participate in pedagogical training on a regular basis beyond what is
currently in place.

The peers encourage the Institute to consider the establishment of an incentive system to
support additional efforts of staff (and support staff) members.

The peers recommend reviving the collaborations with private business and to set up a
platform for systematic and regular exchanges between staff members of the Institute
and business as well as representatives from other stakeholders.

The peers underline that the disciplinary measures as determined in the “Rules and
Regulations” of ITS need to be implemented; this also implies that recommendations
made by disciplinary bodies at ITS are taken into appropriate consideration.

The examination time table should be publicised at the beginning of the semester to give
students a better opportunity to prepare for their examinations.

A policy should be in place defining clearly how to deal with mitigating circumstances
(sickness, physical or mental handicaps, other private reasons).

Standard 5 - Student Admission, Progression, Recognition and Certification

Main Findings

The general admission procedure for applicants is dealt with in the “Rules and
Regulations” of ITS; Section 1 defines the “Entry Criteria” and Section 2 the “Student
profiling and admission to ITS”.

The so called “Prospectus” published on the website of the Institute presents the
different educational programmes and the subject-specific admission requirements. The
application process itself is clearly defined.

The Prospectus refers to 2014/15, yet all the dates mentioned for information sessions
offered dates of 2014. The website is not updated and interested stakeholders are
unable to obtain relevant and updated information on educational programmes.

In addition, the Prospectus provides only very general information on the programmes
and no additional information is available. All students receive the study programme for
the upcoming semester only. No comprehensive study plan for any of the educational
programmes is placed at the disposal of students.

Judgment
ITS requires improvement to meet Standard 5.



Recommendations

The peers stress that the website must be updated constantly and provide relevant and
up-date information to interested stakeholders.

It is of utmost urgency that all relevant study plans, the curriculum and the module
descriptions of all educational programmes are published on the website of the Institute
and provide relevant information for all interested stakeholders; these documents
should also be part of the induction package distributed to students at the beginning of
the studies.

Additional resources (trainings) need to be made available to enable the Institute to
make full use of the Student Information Tracking System to follow and manage student
progression.

The Institute must define key performance indicators to be able to define Standards of
performance when judging academic progression.

The Institute must comply with the Convention on the Recognition of Qualifications
concerning Higher Education in the European Region from Lisbon.

The peers underline that the Institute should provide a Diploma Supplement and a
Transcript of Records.

Learning outcomes on programme as well as on module level must be available as soon
as possible for all ITS educational programmes.

Standard 6 - Teaching Staff

Main Findings

ITS has established a collective agreement between ITS and the Malta Union of Teachers,
and adheres to the applied Standard procedures of a Government entity. Calls for
applications need to be issued and advertised accordingly. The same principles apply to
vacancies for part-time lecturers.

The Institute has no systems and procedures in place to monitor the delivery of teaching
and learning and can consequently not fully ensure that the Standards required for
individual programmes of study are being met.

Judgment
ITS requires improvement to meet this standard.

Recommendations

If ITS is to develop into a higher education institution, as foreseen by the strategic plan, it
must put sufficient resources in place to upgrade and support its staff members in
accordance with academic requirements to teach academic degree programmes at MQF
Level 6 and Level 7.
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The peers recommend close monitoring, in particular, of the part-time lecturers to
identify measures to enhance their motivation and commitment and to contractually
oblige them to attend a certain number of staff meetings.

The peers support the idea of publishing research results as this would motivate the
Institute to develop conceptual plans of how research could be connected to teaching and
learning.

Standard 7 - Learning Resources and Student Support

Main Findings

The overall state of ITS’ infrastructure, especially on the main campus, requires serious
upgrading to be fully operational and able to fulfil its task to provide a learning and
teaching environment appropriate to reach the intended learning outcomes.

Regarding other facilities like kitchens, classrooms etc., there is a considerable
discrepancy in the campus utilization of the three ITS campuses. Whereas the main
campus is overcrowded and in need of substantial renovation and modernized
equipment, there are modern, recently built and largely underutilized facilities
particularly in Gozo and the Martin Luther King Campus.

Judgment
ITS does not meet Standard 7.

Recommendations

The peers strongly support the vision of ITS that all relevant key academic and
administrative personnel are in place by the end of October 2015.

The library needs considerable upgrading, including a professional librarian, digital
journals and a library policy; the Institute should also consider moving the library to a
more spacious and accessible location, particularly for wheelchair users.

The peers strongly recommend making the best possible use of the IT audit report of the
National Audit Office and to consider the recommendations made in its strategic
development.

The Institute has to develop a plan to better balance the utilisation of all three campus
facilities and to devise further considerations to make appropriate use of the presently
underutilised venues.

The Institute should make individual arrangements with stakeholders to influence
student activity and define which activities have to be performed during the work
placements by students to ensure that the working experience coalesces with the
intended learning outcomes of the curriculum. It was recommended that the programme
coordinators should be involved in this process.
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Standard 8 - Information Management

Main Findings

A computerised Student Information Tracking system (SITS) is in place, but due to the
lack of appropriate training, staff members are unable to use the system properly.

Data on course participation, retention and success rates was inconsistently and
incorrectly collected; the responsibilities of staff members regarding the collection and
analysis of data were not clearly defined.

Judgment
ITS does not meet Standard 8.

Recommendations

The Institute needs to define responsibilities of staff members with regards to the
collection and analysis of relevant data; students and staff members need to be involved
in this process, especially in follow-up activities.

Tracer studies should be implemented.

Standard 9 - Public Information

Main Findings

The subject specific websites and the prospectus provide only general information on the
educational programmes, like selection criteria. In addition, the information provided is
from 2014 only.

Business representatives indicated that, at present, the Institute is widely perceived as a
vocational school which does not properly reflect the real portfolio of educational
programmes offered at ITS.

Judgment
ITS does not meet Standard 9.

Recommendations

Revitalising communication channels and regaining the support and commitment of staff
members from all areas of the Institute must be a core priority in the imminent future.
ITS urgently needs a Communication and Marketing Officer

The Institute requires a Public Relations strategy to better address its potential clientele
and communicate its new developments towards academic degree programmes.

Students should be motivated to make use of the opportunity to participate in student
affairs.
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Standard 10 - On-going Monitoring and Periodic Review of Programmes

Main Findings

e A Quality Assurance Policy still needs to be drafted. While the Quality Assurance
Handbook was of good quality and contains promising examples of quality assurance
feedback loops, it simply has not been put to its operational test and been implemented.

e Presently, no consistent and systematically applied quality assurance measures are in
place.

Judgment
ITS does not meet Standard 10.

Recommendations

e The Quality Assurance Procedures as specified in the Quality Assurance Handbook must
be implemented and tested.

e The peers strongly support the concept of the Institute that each department develops its
own quality assurance guidelines and corresponding key performance indicators.

e The Institute should regularly undertake stakeholders’ surveys (alumni, employers, etc.)
and make use of the information findings for quality improvement of the programmes;
ITS should also revive its alumni network.

Standard 11 - Cyclical External Quality Assurance

Judgment
ITS meets Standard 11.
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Conclusion
The peers recommend the following conditions following the EQA.

Within six months from the publication of the Report, ITS needs to present detailed plans
that shall include the following elements:

e all vacant senior and middle management positions within ITS are reviewed for
fitness for purpose and filled in;

e the IQAC or equivalent becomes a statutory entity with dedicated financial and
human resources;

e the statutory relationship between the Board of Governors, the Board of Studies, the
PQVB and the IQAC or equivalent is clarified to ensure fitness for purposes,
appropriate governance and due process;

e ITS develops effective communication systems between all structures, levels and
stakeholders of the institution;

e ITS develops effective financial management procedures and structures to ensure
that its budget it properly used.

14



2. About the External Quality Audit

2.1 Introduction

External Quality Assurance (EQA) is a tool that exemplifies both development and
accountability. An EQA audit ensures that the internal quality management system of a
provider is:

e fit for purpose according to the provider’s courses and service users;

e compliant with Standards and regulations and contributes to the development of a
national quality culture;

e contributes to the fulfilment of the broad goals of Malta’s Education Strategy 2014-24;

e implemented with effectiveness, comprehensiveness and sustainability.

During the 4-8th of May 2015, a review team commissioned by the National Commission for
Further and Higher Education (NCFHE) in Malta conducted an External Quality Assurance
(EQA) audit of the Institute of Tourism Studies (ITS) within its three locations: the Institute’s
Head Office in St. Julians, the Martin Luther King Campus in Pembroke, and the Gozitan
Campus. The review team consisted of Dr Iring Wasser (managing director of ASIIN and
leader of the EQA team), Dr Thomas Lichtenberg, Senior Research Consultant of ASIIN as
well as two senior student peers, Ms Yanica Sant and Mr Gayle Lynn Callus. The review visit
was furthermore accompanied by two staff members from NCFHE, Ms Angelique Grech and
Mr Adam Liwak.

The institutional audit was conducted by adhering to the NCFHE External Quality Assurance
Manual of Procedures. It consisted of a preceding scoping study which took place between
the 23-25th of March 2015 and was designed to prepare both sides adequately for the
subsequent on-site review of ITS. Consequently, ITS elaborated and handed in a Self-
Assessment Report (SAR) including a SWOT analysis, that was compiled in association with
an external consultant of the German Agency ACQUIN. The SAR, as well as this subsequent
audit report, was structured along and aligned to the 11 Standards illustrated in the policy
for QA, institutional probity, design and approval of programs, student-centered learning,
teaching and assessment, student admission, progression, recognition and certification,
teaching staff, learning resources and student support, information management, public
information, on-going monitoring and periodic review of programs and, finally, cyclical
external quality assurance) which NCFHE has laid down in its manual. The results of our
findings have been summarized accordingly in the subsequent part of this report.

The review team thanks the ITS staff (and in particular Gino Schiavone, Ray Vassallo and
Vincent Zammit) for the excellent preparation of the visit, for extending the exceptional
Maltese hospitality to us and for handing in a Self-Assessment Report which proved to be an
excellent and rare example of a thorough self-reflective endeavour, critically analysing the
status quo of ITS operations, while presenting a compelling case of how to move jointly
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forward as an institution. We also could feel a remarkable turnaround in the working
atmosphere at ITS, which had improved considerably in the short timeframe between the
scoping and the actual review visit. This was commonly associated with the commencement
of a new Executive Director in the interim.

2.2 The Peer Review Panel

Evaluation subject | Institute of Tourism Studies (ITS)

The peer panel External Peers:
e Drlring Wasser (Head of Peer Review Panel)
e Dr Thomas Lichtenberg (Quality Assurance Expert)

Staff Members of National Commission for Further and Higher
Education (NCFHE):

e Ms Angelique Grech (Senior Officer, NCFHE)

e Mr Adam Liwak (Officer, NCFHE)

Student peers:
e Ms Yanica Sant
e Mr Gayle Lynn Callus

Timeline Date Milestone
23rd - 25t of | Scoping visit at Institute of Tourism
March 2015 Studies

4th — 8th of May | EQA visit of group of peers at ITS
2015

28t of May 2015 | Submission of draft EQA Report

2.3 Institutional Context

In this section of the report, the peers outline the fact that the review of the Institute of
Tourism Studies (ITS) took place under highly unusual circumstances and during a phase of
rapid and thorough transformation. These special circumstances had a considerable impact
on the review and on the following factors:

At the time of the review, most of the key leadership positions in ITS were either vacant or in
various stages of an on-going recruitment process. Other key personnel had just recently
taken office. A case in point concerns the paramount position of the Executive Director of
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ITS. During the preparatory scoping visit, the peers did not have a chance to talk to the
incumbent Executive Director, who was self-suspended and thus not available on the day of
the peers’ arrival. In the aftermath, Mr Pierre Fenech the new executive director, had just
been appointed (it is noteworthy that this appointment, according to the information given,
is for an interim part time executive director). The new Executive Director has started to put
a considerable number of promising new initiatives in place and revitalized internal
communication processes, while simultaneously launching an intense recruitment drive for
key ITS management positions. These developments could not, for obvious reasons, yield
tangible results given his limited time in office.

In as far as academic leadership was concerned, almost all important management positions
such as the Head of Academic Affairs, the Heads of Departments, the Executive Research
Officer, as well as the Library and Teaching Resources Executive were vacant at that
particular time. The process of recruiting suitable personnel had just been launched. The
roster of ITS key academic personnel was expected to be in place by the end of October
2015. Given the absence of such important personnel at the Institute, especially regarding
the Head of Academic Affairs and the Heads of Department, the main interview partners
during our audit came in the guise of five “course coordinators” who, however, had only
recently been appointed and were themselves looking for guidance and leadership.

In the area of administrative leadership, a similar situation presented itself: even though the
Head of Corporate, a Business Development and Marketing, a Property Officer and PR Officer
had been appointed, with the Finance Office being strengthened through internal
reallocation, many important positions like the EU Funding and Projects Officer, the
Procurement and Supplies Officer, the PA to the Executive Director, the Procurement and
Supplies Officer, the Property Officer, the Finance Manager, the Human Resources Officer,
the Gozo Campus Administrator, as well as other positions, had not been appointed and
could thus not be interviewed by the audit team. During the audit to the Gozo campus, it
became clear that the Head of Administration had been moved from the main campus to the
Gozo campus without a clear list of duties while the position of a responsible campus
administrator at the main campus was effectively not filled. As to the Head of Corporate
Services for ITS, the recently appointed person only introduced herself to the peers on the
final day of the review visit. Again, the goal was formulated by ITS to achieve suitable
operational capacity in the administrative realm by the end of 2015., During the review, the
peers essentially had to deal with the absence of practically all key and supporting
administrative staff. To compensate for this massive management vacuum on both the
academic and well as administrative management, the peers observed in the course of their
visit that the ITS board of Governors (the peers only had a chance to speak with the
Chairman of the board) on occasions actively engaged in the operational running of the
school, adding to and transcending at times its traditional overseeing role.

To understand the transient phase in which the review had taken place, one also has to point
out the fact that ITS is currently subject to and actively engages in a thorough review of its
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institutional strategy on all levels which impacts on its current operations and foreshadows
new developments.

The peers thus learned during their scoping visit that, on the one hand, ITS, in cooperation
with the Ministry of Tourism, has contracted a Maltese Consulting company by the name of
NEXIA BT to develop a strategic plan for the period 2015-2020. In fact, during the scoping
review, a representative of NEXIA BT was present. The final strategic plan (a copy of which
was handed to the peers) is due to be officially published in the near future and shall
contribute to the establishment of further development for ITS, while also taking into
account the expectations of the Ministry as the overseeing political body.

On the other hand, ITS has compiled an excellent Self-Assessment Report in preparation of
our audit which has the potential to serve as an internal strategic plan for ITS in the next
couple of years. At the end of this SAR, more than 30 strategic priorities had been
summarized by ITS to give direction for the upgrading and enhancement of the Institute.

Another related challenge presented itself to the peer group, as at the time of the audit: no
short-, mid- or long term action plans underfed by suitable key performance indicators and
related budgetary provisions were presented. The review team therefore had a difficult time
to assess the likelihood that the strategic priorities assembled internally as well as externally
have a chance to be actually implemented and under which timelines.

It is worth noting in this context that it was only on the last day of the review that the audit
team was provided with a provisional ITS budget plan for the next academic year as well as
for the time period leading to 2018. It was explained that this budget plan had been
compiled in the past two weeks and represented the aggregate imminent needs of ITS.
Furthermore, it was based on the investment needs as being communicated by the different
departments of the institution.

Apart from the fact that the figures presented (with notable exceptions for the funding of the
future Internal Quality Management System) were aggregated on a level which made
judgments difficult, the implementation of the financial arrangements rests on the
assumption that in October of 2015 the Maltese Ministry of Finance will decide about the
short and mid-term budget plan for ITS and associated (considerable higher) levels of
funding.

In as far as day to day financial management arrangements are concerned, the situation
again is subject to announced changes. The new Executive Director indicated his intentions
to engage a new Financial Affairs Officer in order to assist in the build-up of an efficient
budgetary process - especially given that substantial sums of the existing budget had not
been invested in the past and had to be returned to the ministry.

The next major challenge for the institutional review resulted from the fact that most of the
Internal Quality Provisions on which the self-accrediting status of ITS hinges, have either
only been introduced lately, or (in the majority) were said to take effect as of the beginning
of the next academic year and thus were not operational at the time of the visit. The Quality
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Assurance Handbook had only been elaborated on as of March 2015. While containing
excellent examples of QA feedback loops, it simply has not been put to its operational test
and been implemented. One example concerns the establishment of the Academic Quality
Assurance (AQA) concept which foresees a four step approach to monitor and improve the
quality of the teaching staff (the four steps being basic self-review, peer review teacher,
departmental review and review by the Internal Quality Assurance Committee). During the
time of the audit, it was presented as a logical sequence, with the implementation of the AQA
process, being announced only for the next academic year.

The same principle applies to almost all other quality assurance reviews of academic and
other services, which look convincing on paper, but have not yielded any empirical evidence
at the time of the audit. In the handbook itself, the expectation is formulated that each
department eventually would develop its own quality assurance guidelines and that QA will
be evidence based (again, for this to materialize, key performance indicators still need to be
formulated).

Apart from the natural delay in putting a recently developed quality assurance handbook in
operation, the setup of the Internal Quality Assurance system is still being discussed
internally and the various roles and responsibilities in the process are currently being
established. While the Quality Assurance Handbook specifies the roles and responsibilities in
the (academic) Quality Assurance System (Chapter 11), the so called Internal Quality
Assurance Committee presents the driving force and promoter/monitor of ITS quality. Its
Charter of Operation, which was given to the peers as document during the audit, has
however not been formally endorsed by the Board of Governors even though this important
step was announced to be imminent.

Other bodies like the Academic Advisory Committee have not yet been introduced and the
right balance of various internal QA bodies (including the Board of Studies) is still in need of
fine tuning.

With regards to Standard 3 (appropriate design and approval of programs) and Standard 10
(on-going monitoring and periodic review of programs), one key prerequisite was also
missing at the time of the visit. During the external review and the manifold discussions with
the course coordinators, lecturers and students, the peers were trying to establish the exact
compositions of the programmes/courses being offered in the various departments on the
different Levels of the Maltese Qualification Framework. However, this exercise failed to
yield any cohesive results. The only available source of information available at the moment
is the so-called “prospectus” which gives a rather general overview of the programmes
offered.

It is true to say that massive efforts are under way to rectify this situation, in as far, as all
departments are getting together to develop the underlying so called “diets” and
corresponding module handbooks, including the course requirements, corresponding credit
points, assessment methods and the like. A couple of pilot module handbooks were already
drafted and presented to the peers. As to the time line, the peers were reassured that this
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guided process is geared toward the publication of all suitable course information by the end
of 2015. While acknowledging the new driving forces and expertise available (one of our
discussion partners has produced an impressive Manual for the conversion of qualifications
into the ECVET system), it also was evident throughout the visit that results will only be
yielded in the future but could not be taken note of during the time of the audit.

With reference to the facility management, it has become evident during the review visit that
there is a considerable discrepancy of utilization of the three ITS campuses. Whereas the
main campus is overcrowded and in need for substantial renovation, there are modern,
recently built and underutilized facilities especially in Gozo (with 8 students currently) and
the Martin Luther King Campus. A number of ideas were put forward to make better use of
the ITS facilities in their entirety but the peers were not presented with tangible evidence or
a strategic plan in that regard.

Most importantly, the overall message presented by the many stakeholders has been that in
recent years there has been a considerable downgrading of internal and external
communication patterns in combination with an absence of leadership (see above). The
problem goes beyond mere instruments such as an active and up to date webpage e.g.
(according to the evidence on the table, the ITS website was updated the last time over a
year ago) many stakeholders, including teaching staff, administrative support staff, students
on all levels of education as well as industry representatives pointed out, that not least due
to frequent changes in leadership/or the absence of key personnel no reliable and credible
contact and communication channels were available.

2.4 General Terms of Reference, Aims and Objectives

Quality assurance in Malta is underpinned by six principles that determine the remit and
function of the National Quality Assurance Framework for Further and Higher Education of
the NCFHE (the Framework), and the relationship between internal and external quality
assurance to enhance learning outcomes.

i) The Framework is based on the Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the
European Higher Education Area (ESG) and enriched by the European Quality Assurance
Reference Framework for Vocation Education and Training (EQAVET) perspective.

ii) The Framework contributes to a National Culture of Quality, through:

e increased agency, satisfaction and numbers of service users,

e an enhanced international profile and credibility of providers in Malta,

e the promotion of Malta as a regional provider of excellence in further and higher
education.
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iii) The Internal Quality Assurance (IQA) is fit for purpose.
iv) The External Quality Assurance (EQA) is a tool for both development and accountability.

The EQA shall ensure that the internal quality management system of the provider is:
e fit for purpose according to the provider’s courses and service users,
e compliant with Standards and regulations and contributing to the development of a
national quality culture,
e contributing to the fulfilment of the broad goals of Malta’s Education Strategy 2014-
24,
e implemented with effectiveness, comprehensiveness and sustainability.
v) The Quality Improvement Cycle is at the heart of the Framework.
vi) The integrity and independence of the EQA process is guaranteed.

The EQA provides public assurance about the Standards of higher education qualifications
and the quality of the learning experience of students. It presents an opportunity for
providers to demonstrate that they adhere to the expectations of stakeholders with regard
to the programmes of study that they offer and the achievements and capabilities of
students. It also provides a focus for identifying good practice and for the implementation of
institutional approaches to the continuous improvement in the quality of provision.

NCFHE has a responsibility to ensure that a comprehensive assessment is conducted for all
higher education providers in Malta. The EQA provides an opportunity to assess the
Standards and quality of higher education in Malta against the expectations and practices of
provision across the European Higher Education Area, and internationally.

The EQA examines how providers manage their own responsibilities for the quality and
Standards of the programmes they offer. In particular, the following issues are addressed.

e The fitness for purpose and effectiveness of internal quality assurance processes,
including an examination of the systems and procedures that have been implemented
and the documentation that supports them.

e The compliance with the obligations of license holders with established regulations and
any conditions or restrictions imposed by NCFHE.

e The governance and financial sustainability of providers including assurances about the
legal status of the provider, the appropriateness of corporate structures and the
competence of staff with senior management responsibilities.
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The EQA benchmarks the QA system and procedures within an institution against eleven

Standards:

1. Policy for quality assurance: entities shall have a policy for quality assurance that is
made public and forms part of their strategic management.

2. Institutional and financial probity: entities shall ensure that they have appropriate
measures and procedures in place to ensure institutional and financial probity.

3. Design and approval of programmes: self-accrediting providers shall have appropriate
processes for the design and approval of their programmes of study.

4. Student-centred learning, teaching and assessment: entities shall ensure that
programmes are delivered in a way that encourages students to take an active role in
the learning process.

5. Student admission, progression, recognition and certification: entities shall consistently
apply pre-defined and published regulations covering all phases of the student ‘life-
cycle’.

6. Teaching staff: entities shall assure the competence and effectiveness of their teaching
staff.

7. Learning resources and student support: entities shall have appropriate funding for
their learning and teaching activities and sufficient learning resources to fully support
the students’ learning experiences.

8. Information management: entities shall ensure that they collect, analyse and use
relevant information for the effective management of their programmes and other
activities.

9. Public information: entities shall publish information about their activities which is

clear, accurate, objective, up-to-date and readily accessible.

10. On-going monitoring and periodic review of programmes: entities shall implement the

‘Quality Cycle’ by monitoring and periodically reviewing their programmes to ensure
their continuing fitness for purpose.

11. Cyclical external quality assurance: entities should undergo external quality assurance,

approved by NCFHE, at least once every five years.

Peer Review Panels essentially ask providers the following question about their
arrangements for quality management:

‘What systems and procedures are in place and what evidence is there that they are
working effectively?’
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The approach to quality assurance can be encapsulated in a number of key questions which
providers should ask themselves about their management of quality.

1. What are we trying to do?
Why are we trying to do it?
How are we trying to do it?
Why are we doing it that way?
[s this the best way of doing it?
How do we know it works?
Could it be done better?

N s wN

Answers to these questions should form the basis of the provider’s critical assessment and
response to the self-evaluation questionnaire.

The approach of EQA is not simply about checking whether providers adhere to regulations;
it examines how providers are developing their own systems in addressing the expectations
of sound management of educational Standards and the quality of their learning and
teaching provision. It does not involve the routine identification and confirmation of criteria
- a ‘tick-box’ approach - but a mature and reflective dialogue with providers about the ways
in which they discharge their obligations for quality and the identification of existing good
practice.

2.5 Specific Terms of Reference and Research Questions

Following the Scoping Visit carried out by the EQA Panel on the 23rd - 25t of March 2015,
and perusal of documentation presented by the 15t of April 2015, the initial main lines of
inquiry for this EQA were:

e fitness for purpose and effectiveness of the internal quality assurance processes used
by the provider, including an examination of the system’s structure, the
documentation it produces and the evaluations of quality conducted by the provider;

e The EQA shall examine the compliance by providers with obligations of licence
holders under these regulations, where applicable, as well as any conditions or
restrictions imposed by the Commission on the licensee under these regulations;

e The EQA shall include appropriate investigatory mechanisms to ensure financial
probity, and where the provider is a body corporate, to ensure that the members of
the body corporate, the legal representative and the persons occupying a headship
position are fit and proper persons to deliver further or higher education
programmes.
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3. Analysis and Findings of Panel

3.1 Standard 1: Policy for Quality Assurance

Policy for quality assurance: Entities shall have a policy for quality assurance that is made
public and forms part of their strategic management.

Main evidence for Standard 1

e Ray Vassallo, Quality Assurance Handbook, Institute of Tourism Studies, March 2015,
version 2.

¢ Gino Schiavone, Ray Vassallo, Vincent Zammit: Internal Quality Assurance (IQA) Report of
the Institute of Tourism Studies. April 2015.

¢ Institution of Tourism Studies. Full time and Part time Student. Rules and Regulations.
Academic year 2012-2013.

e NEXIA BT Advisory Services Limited: Institute of Tourism Studies Strategic Report 2015-
20120. Version dated 224 April 2015.

e Fact finding mission of external peers: Discussion with stakeholders of ITS.

Main findings

The Institute of Tourism Studies (referred to as ITS or Institute in subsequent chapters) has
not yet formulated an explicit policy statement for quality assurance in terms of a separate
quality assurance policy. Instead the Institute provided the external peers with a “Quality
Assurance Handbook” dated March 2015. This handbook elaborates an understanding of
quality and criteria for assessment and measurement of Academic Quality Assurance at the
Institute of Tourism Studies. In this handbook it is stated that “the Academic Quality
Assurance Policy for the Institute of Tourism Studies was conceived and instituted in
November 2013”. However, after the discussions with all ITS stakeholders the auditors
understand that this “Quality Assurance Policy” is not in place as of now and that the
“Quality Assurance Handbook” presents a preliminary approach which eventually will
develop into a fully-fledged quality policy. The “Quality Assurance Handbook” was officially
published in March 2015 and disseminated to all ITS staff both online (e-learning site) and
through the provision of an academic quality assurance tool kit in DVD format.

The peers also were charged with analysing under the first criterion “Policy for Quality
Assurance” to look into further sub Standards which are dealt with under the subsequent
bullet points: One of the requirements is related to the question whether the Institute of
Tourism Studies makes suitable reference to the relationship between “research” and
“learning & teaching”. Currently, through our assessment, this is not the case simply due to
the fact that the Institute does not offer academic degree programmes (MQF Level 6 and 7)
of its own. Up to this stage, ITS provides vocational educational programmes on different
levels of the Maltese Qualification Framework such as Foundation Level, Certificate Level,
Diploma Level and Higher National Diploma Level. Nevertheless, the peers recommend to
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come to a joint ITS position on the relationship between “research” and “learning and
teaching” in view of planned implementation of academic degree programmes in the near
future.

As regards the organizational set up and implementation of the ITS Quality Assurance
Systems, it is presented on page 4 of the Quality Assurance Handbook. The peers understand
that this organisational structure still needs to be revised and is neither endorsed nor
published. Two elements of the internal quality assurance process have already been tested:
the two study programmes "Tourism Guiding" and "Food Preparation and Production" went
through the evaluation process of the Board of Studies and the Programme Quality
Validation Board. The Quality Assurance Handbook is available in hard copy at ITS and
therefore publicly available; these copies can be sent to interested persons on request. The
handbook is also available on the website of ITS under the e-learning section; however, the
file should be more easily accessible.

The peers appreciated the recommendations made in the self-assessment report to
contribute to the overall quality improvement of the institutional processes and to establish
a new quality culture within ITS; however these recommendations still need to be aligned to
a dependable time plan for implementation and need budgetary support. The peers
concluded that the organisation of quality assurance has been outlined but is not endorsed
in an official document.

The governing entity of the Institute of Tourism Studies (ITS) is the Board of Governors,
headed by the Chairperson. The second most important statutory entity is the Board of
Studies, which is headed by the Executive Director of ITS and is responsible for the academic
aspects of the entity.

The principle officers of the institution are: the Chairman, the Director, the Deputy Director,
the Head of Academics Affairs, the Head of Administration, the Registrar, the Head of
Departments and the Branch Managers. During the EQA, the positions of Deputy Director,
Head of Academics Affairs, all Heads of Departments and Branch managers were not filled.
The Panel was informed that there were on-going plans to fill these vacancies. However, it is
clear that the present situation is hindering the management of ITS. ITS has had two
Executive Directors and two Acting Executive Directors in 18 months. The latest change
happened a few weeks before the EQA.

Due to this situation, the Board of Studies has rarely met. The Board of Governors has met
more frequently than would usually be expected, and has had to deal with issues not usually
addressed by a Board of Governors. The Chairperson of the Board of Governors has had to
take on some executive and service functions within ITS. The Panel was informed that the
Head of Administration had been relocated to the ITS Gozo Centre. This meant that the
administrative duties with respect to ITS which he previously covered had to be divided
amongst other members of staff in Malta. All interviewees underlined the urgent need for a
Head of Academic Affairs. The Panel was informed that a call for applications had been
issued, however, no information regarding the call has been uploaded on the ITS website.
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The Internal Quality Assurance Committee (IQAC) was established in 2013. It does not have
a statutory function within the ITS and its original remit was limited to the development of a
draft IQA handbook. This was completed, and in December 2014 the remit of the IQAC was
expanded to prepare for the upcoming EQA. Until a few weeks before the EQA the IQAC,
members were not formally appointed, did not have clear terms of reference and their remit
did not extend beyond the EQA. This has now been addressed.

An important part of the QA system at ITS is the Programme Quality Validation Board
(PQVB) which was set up in September 2014. The PQVB validates every course and unit
offered by the Institute. It also validates all subcontracted activities, visiting lecturers, talks
and extra curricula activities involving stakeholders. The PQVB has been active in
streamlining the programme validation process within ITS in preparation for the EQA. It is
headed by the Chairperson of the Board and composed of the registrar, five academic
members selected for their qualifications and a student representative. A proper system for
the appointment of a student representative needs to be developed. The Panel was informed
that this should be in place by the end of the academic year. The majority of the members of
ITS, from the management to the students highlighted the problem of lack of adequate
communication at all levels. This complex situation has led to the same individuals
occupying different roles with the possibility of overlapping responsibilities amongst
administration and staff; lacunae being addressed by ad hoc solutions; unclear checks and
balances, and unclear lines of communication and accountability.

Chapter 17 of the Quality Assurance Handbook also outlines measures for ensuring the
integrity of the assessment process. However, no further reference to the kind of measures
to ensure academic integrity has been made. The “Rules and Regulations” of ITS do not deal
with this topic. During the discussion with ITS staff members, the peers learnt that measures
to grant academic integrity are indeed in place: for example examinations are corrected
anonymously and external peers are involved in cross-checking practical examinations. The
peers welcome these efforts to ensure academic integrity, but recommend that this should
also be reflected in an official document to become binding for all staff members.

The “Rules and Regulations” of ITS provide a clear vision of Students’ Disciplinary
Procedures if students do not comply with the regulations of the institution. The Institute
distinguishes in its “Rules and Regulations” between the following disciplinary measures
“Minor Offenses”, “Verbal Warning”, “Formal Warning by the Executive Director of the
Institution”, and “Gross misconduct”. "The notion of “Minor Offence” and “Major Offence” is
explained in Appendix VI of the “Rules and Regulations”. The list of offences encompasses
issues like “use of foul language”, “anti-social behaviour” or “bullying and harassment of any
kind towards any member of the Institution’s community”. Intolerance and discrimination
may be subsumed under the categories stated in the “Rules and Regulations” but the peers
clearly voice that a stronger preference to actual discrimination is desirable. It is also
necessary in our view that these rules and regulations are consistently applied which does
not always seem to be the case at this stage. During our visit we learned that all members of

the internal disciplinary committee of ITS had jointly resigned because their interpretation
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and recommendations, with regard to specific violations of the rules and regulations, had
been overruled. By the same token the idea of a “master of discipline” was welcomed by
many stakeholders.

In the ITS “Quality Assurance Handbook”, the areas of external quality assurance comprising
“External Quality Audits”, “Programme Accreditation”, and “Registration of Qualifications
within the Malta Qualifications Framework” are explained. ITS mentions regular external
audits by the National Commission for Further and Higher Education (NCFHE) or any other
reputable quality assurance agency; however, ITS is a “self-accrediting” entity and has the
right to accredit its own programmes of study.. Additionally, in the same handbook, ITS
explains that the Institute and its departments must have systems in place for obtaining
feedback from all stakeholders and use the outcomes from this feedback to continuously
improve the quality of its mandated activities. Therefore, the Institute intends to regularly
undertake stakeholders’ surveys (alumni, employers, etc.) and wants to use the findings
from these surveys to improve the quality of teaching and learning and research. The peers
conclude that all relevant external stakeholders should form part of the external quality
assurance system as outlined in the “Quality Assurance Handbook”.

Identified good practice mechanisms not yet implemented

The auditors acknowledge the considerable efforts undertaken by the Institute to progress
in terms of strategic development and establishment of a comprehensive institute-wide
quality assurance system. It is again noteworthy, that the Institute has submitted an
“Internal Quality Assurance (IQA) Report” as preparation for the external audit which
demonstrates a high level of self-reflection and ends with 32 pragmatic recommendations
for improvement. The auditors view this report as a “Strength and Weakness analysis”
providing the Institute’s own understanding of strategic development. This “Internal Quality
Assurance Report” also features in the “Strategic Plan 2015-2020" of ITS, which is being
developed by an external consulting company called NEXIA BT, which was commissioned by
the Ministry of Tourism of Malta. This strategic development is presently being developed
and will be finalised in the next months; we are optimistic that the results of this review will
feed into the NEXIA BT report and lay solid foundations for the way ahead. The peers equally
recognise that the Institute is on a promising path given the above mentioned activities even
though the auditors also see that most of these developments are works in progress and
need to be evaluated once these documents are endorsed and practically implemented.

The draft strategic report presently developed by NEXIA BT states in Chapter 6.3 ITS’ vision
to provide programmes of study at Levels 6 and 7 of the Malta Qualifications Framework.
The peers acknowledge this intention and indicate a number of implications that go along
with this vision which will be further elaborated on in the following paragraphs.

Overall judgment for Standard
ITS does not meet Standard 1
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Recommendations for improvement

e It is recommended that the Institute develops a separate Quality Assurance Policy and
should provide a timeframe when this will be implemented.

e The Quality Assurance Policy, which is being developed, should make reference to
“research” and “teaching and learning” to coalesce with ITS’ new vision and mission.

e The quality assurance procedures described in the Quality Assurance Handbook need to
be put to a more systematic test and adjusted after tangible results are yielded to close
the feedback loop. ITS should also provide a timeframe of implementation.

e Procedures and measures to ensure academic integrity should be outlined in an official
and binding document.

e Examples of “discrimination” and “intolerance” should be presented and defined more
clearly in the “Rules and Regulations” of the Institute.

3.2 Standard 2: Institutional Probity

Institutional and financial probity: entities shall ensure that they have appropriate measures

and procedures in place to ensure institutional and financial probity.

Main findings

Educational institutions within the public sector are already subject to stringent national
financial and administrative regulations and to national legislation that regulates the
appointment of senior personnel and the selection of staff. The EQA does not seek to
duplicate the national regulatory structures and procedures already in place. Thus, for
educational institutions within the public sector, Standard 2 is interpreted in terms of the
capacity and resources of the provider to implement effectively its internal quality assurance
procedures to improve the learning experience.

The ITS budget plan submitted to the peers foresees a considerable increase in spending for
the next three years; this budget plan however still needs to be officially approved (this
according to the information given should take place in fall of this year).

The main source of extraneous funds generated by ITS at this stage remain Part Time
courses, EU funded projects (partnerships) and Catering operations (restaurants). The peers
conclude that ITS’ capacity to generate funds needs to be further developed.

All this hinders the capacity of ITS to make longer-term plans for its financial sustainability
in terms of its plans for growth. This is also impacting the capacity of the institution to
implement more comprehensive QA measures.

The Panel appreciated that, given this situation, the management of ITS left no stone
unturned in the months preceding the EQA to prepare all the documentation for the EQA,
and in doing so, has begun to critically reflect on what issues need to be addressed and how
to proceed from here. Chapter 11 of the Quality Assurance Handbook gives an overview of
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the responsibilities of the ITS Management, the Internal Quality Assurance Committee
(IQAC), the Head of Departments as well as students with respect to quality assurance.

In terms of institutional probity, the internal management structure and responsibilities of
ITS are generally defined by the Legal Notice (Board of Governors, Board of Studies and the
principal officers of ITS, the Chairman, the Director, the Deputy Director, Head of Academic
Affairs, Head of Administration , Registrar, Head of Departments, Branch Managers). Within
the ITS quality assurance system, roles and responsibilities are defined, but due to vacant
positions they are not totally implemented. However, the peers find that at this stage not all
of the institutional bodies have been included in this presentation (an example for this is the
so called Academic Advisory Committee, which was repeatedly mentioned but whose role is
still under discussion) nor individual staff members have been formally assigned their
various tasks. Hence, the Quality Assurance Handbook presents a draft of roles and
responsibilities of the quality assurance system but requires further elaboration to develop
into a comprehensive system.

The auditors highlight the progress made in terms of developing a Quality Assurance
Handbook which outlines the organisational structure and the procedures of quality
assurance. However, the peers also indicate that the organisational structure itself needs to
be critically reflected. Critical parameters in this exercise are the separation of oversight and
implementation functions which should be strictly kept apart. The peers are quite critical
about the fact that members of the Board of Governors are represented on purely academic
bodies such as the Programme Quality Validation Board (PQVB) at least in those cases,
where this is not stipulated by Maltese legal requirements. Given the comparatively small
size of ITS, the peers also argue whether the setup of the planned Internal Quality Assurance
System is not far too complex especially with regards to the responsibilities in the area of
teaching and learning, with the board of studies, the “programme quality validation board”,
and others operating in overlapping areas of responsibility. The Internal Quality Assurance
Committee to be set up assumes a key mitigating role between the academic and
administrative operations and the board of governors though its chapter has as of yet not
officially been approved by the latter. Once it is operational, its legitimacy and efficiency in
overlooking the ITS operations as a mediating body should be reviewed.

Identified good practice mechanisms not yet implemented

Due to the transitional nature of the institution the dedication of the IQAC in the preparation
for the EQA is commendable, especially with regards to the self-assessment report and the
plan of action.

Overall judgment for Standard
ITS does not meet Standard 2.
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Recommendations for improvement

e The Quality Assurance Policy, based on the Quality Assurance Handbook, should
critically revise the organisational structure of the quality assurance system by taking
into consideration classical management tools like separation of powers (planning,
executive and oversight) in the different institutional bodies, the clear assignment of
responsibilities and the reduction of complexity in QA arrangements,

e The Quality Assurance Policy, based on the Quality Assurance Handbook, should further
elaborate the institutional and individual responsibilities to reach a comprehensive
quality assurance system

e While it is understood that the annual government budgeting planning procedures create
restrictions for multi-annual forecasting and planning, it is recommended that ITS needs
to have a more stable and sustainable financial environment in which to be able to plan
its long-term growth.

e [TS needs to make better use of market opportunities for generating its own funds to
assist in its financial sustainability and allow for more comprehensive QA measures.

3.3 Standard 3: Design and Approval of Programmes

Design and approval of programmes: self-accrediting providers shall have appropriate
processes for the design and approval of their programmes of study.

Main evidence for Standard 3

e Ray Vassallo, Quality Assurance Handbook, Institute of Tourism Studies, March 2015,
version 2.

e Gino Schiavone, Ray Vassallo, Vincent Zammit: Internal Quality Assurance (IQA) Report of
the Institute of Tourism Studies. April 2015.

¢ Institution of Tourism Studies. Full time and Part time Student. Rules and Regulations.
Academic year 2012-2013.

e NEXIA BT Advisory Services Limited: Institute of Tourism Studies Strategic Report 2015-
20120. Version dated 221 April 2015.

¢ Fact finding mission of external peers: Discussion with stakeholders of ITS.

Main findings

The Institute is offering programmes at different levels of the Malta Qualification
Framework. ITS programmes are designed in such a way to make progression from one level
to the next feasible. Currently, the Institute is introducing in all its programmes a learning
outcomes based approach.

This criterion explicitly examines the way new educational programmes are implemented
within the five departments of ITS. Appendix 5 of the Quality Assurance Handbook ITS
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describes the corresponding “ITS Programme Validation System” in the “Quality Assurance
Handbook” which became an official ITS document in March 2015.

The Institute follows its programme validation system which allows for different approaches
to be set up for new educational programmes. On the one hand, staff members can propose
new educational programmes based on their own ideas and experiences in a bottom up
approach; on the other hand, external stakeholders, such as ministries and representatives
from industry in a top down process, pass on information that is sometimes not available to
other stakeholders thereby also initiating new educational programmes. One example is that
the Ministry of Tourism has information at its disposal that Chinese airlines will set up
regular flight connections between China and Malta. It is expected that several hundred
tourists from China in the future will come to Malta on a weekly basis; based on this
information an idea was born to develop a programme for Chinese tour guides to be able to
cater for this new market.

On frequent occasions, new ideas for specific niches in tourism education emerged from
internal discussions within ITS (e.g. in the area of health tourism, adventure tourism and the
like). The peers appreciate this open approach to new programme ideas; however, they
critically indicate that this approach thus far is highly dependent on ad-hoc initiatives and
lacks a structural and systematic approach to regularly reflect on upcoming tourism trends
and market demands that need to be considered in the educational programmes within the
different departments. Representatives from the business world during the review also
indicated that they would favour a more proactive role /stronger voice for themselves in the
process of setting up new programmes in line with market needs, however, communication
channels have been eroded in recent years and many opportunities have subsequently been
lost.. At the same time, they voiced regret that they were not up to date concerning the
design and implementation of running programmes. A student representative is present at
both BoS and PQVB level. Student representation in the BoS is actually a requirement of the
Legal Notice establishing the Institute.

This outcome is in contradiction with the requirement that stakeholders from the world of
work and students need to be involved in the design and review of educational programmes.
The peers strongly recommend establishing a systematic and structured planning session to
regularly revise the running programmes at ITS while including representatives from
businesses, students, alumni and other relevant stakeholders in the process.

Based on the ITS programme validation process, staff members with suggestions for new
programmes have to specify their ideas in detail and then discuss them in their respective
department among colleagues. In cooperation with staff and course coordinators (in the
future heads of departments and the head of academia will be specifically engaged to take up
this role) the new programme designs are then submitted by handing in the so called
“Module Proposal Form” to the “Board of Studies”. The function of the “Board of Studies” at
this stage is to provide programme developers with any assistance which may be required in
the development of the Module. The “Board of Studies” checks if the proposed programme is
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in line with the requirements and forwards the programme proposal to the “Programme
Quality Validation Board” (PQVB). The PQVB is responsible for ensuring that study
programmes offered by the Institute are in line with regulations and policies of the
referencing binding documents issued by NCFHE, whilst also considering their viability in
relation to available resources and market demands. The “Programme Quality Validation
Board” approves the “Proposal Form” or returns the proposal to the “Board of Studies” for
amendment. A “Programme Development Checklist” is also provided depicting the
requirements of the implementation of a new programme.

The peers critically note that in some instances one and same persons are members of the
“Board of Studies” and the “Programme Quality Validation Board”; this means that in some
instances the same person is occupying a role at the operational level (“Board of Studies”)
and the oversight level (“Programme Quality Validation Board”). The peers emphasize the
importance of enforcing a strict division of personnel in operational and oversight
structures. By the same token, it is noted that members of the board of governors are also
participating in the PQVB; as mentioned before this not a suitable function for such a board.

The peers underline that the Quality Assurance Policy, which is presently being developed,
must describe the full cycle of programme validation. At the same time, they recommend to
review the system for programme design and validation in general, as right now too many
bodies are involved. The board of studies is, in our view, the core academic platform to
bundle such responsibilities.

The peers were also informed that for a considerable number of educational programmes
two or more versions of curricula in many study fields are presently running at the same
time. The peers underline that this causes additional work for the teachers, wastes resources
as programmes at times have to be offered to a very small number of students and, in
addition, causes tensions among the students as the updated curricula may be perceived as
more advantageous compared to the “old” curricula. In these circumstances, the peers
strongly recommend to devise means to allow students to switch from one curriculum to
another as long as the envisaged qualification profile is granted.

Criterion 3 also requires that the expected student workload is determined in terms of ECTS
and ECVET learning credits. The respective conversion tables were provided to the peers;
however, the modules of the different programmes are currently being revised. The peers
understand that this is a work in progress and cannot be assessed at this stage.

Identified good practice mechanisms not yet implemented
The peers welcome the definition of the ITS programme validation system which needs to be
further elaborated and tested / verified through practical experience.

Overall judgment for Standard
ITS does not meet Standard 3.
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Recommendations for improvement

e The “ITS Programme Validation System” (Appendix 5 of Quality Assurance Handbook)
must be further fine-tuned (compare following recommendations) and be available in a
legally binding document (Quality Assurance Policy).

e Establish a systematic and structured planning session and approach to regularly revise
the running programmes at ITS, including representatives from business, students and
other relevant stakeholders in the process.

e The full cycle of programme validation must be transparent and outlined in a binding
document. The role of the academic advisory committee should be clarified. It is
recommended rethinking the structure to come to a leaner process and clearer
distribution of responsibilities.

e It should be possible for students to switch from an old curriculum to a new one if
requested.

e ITS should enforce a strict division of personnel in operational and oversight structures.

3.4 Standard 4: Student-centred Learning, Teaching and Assessment

Student-centred learning, teaching and assessment: entities shall ensure that programmes
are delivered in a way that encourages students to take an active role in the learning

process.

Main evidence for Standard 4

e Ray Vassallo, Quality Assurance Handbook, Institute of Tourism Studies, March 2015,
version 2.

e Gino Schiavone, Ray Vassallo, Vincent Zammit: Internal Quality Assurance (IQA) Report
of the Institute of Tourism Studies. April 2015.

e Institution of Tourism Studies. Full time and Part time Student. Rules and Regulations.
Academic year 2012-2013.

o NEXIA BT Advisory Services Limited: Institute of Tourism Studies Strategic Report 2015-
20120. Version dated 221 April 2015.

e Fact finding mission of external peers: Discussion with stakeholders of ITS

e http://www.its.edu.mt/ (access 20.05.2015)

e http://www.its.edu.mt/industry-research/e-learning.html (access 20.05.2015)

Main findings

Various pedagogical approaches have been adopted by ITS lecturers. An initial survey was
carried out to evaluate the different pedagogical approaches which concluded that
determining the approach taken was best left in the hands of the individual lecturer. ITS
already offers several opportunities for continuous professional development, including
participation in several European projects and conferences and Erasmus mobility for job
shadowing or lecturing. However, the Institute does not possess a rigorous policy to

33



http://www.its.edu.mt/
http://www.its.edu.mt/industry-research/e-learning.html

promote and develop pedagogical systems within the Institution; the peers strongly
recommend implementing a systematic approach to regularly evaluate and adjust the modes
of delivery and pedagogical methods.

The requirement for all newly employed lecturers to participate in 2 year certificate course
in Pedagogy specific for VET is noted positively. The teachers underline that there was a
significant interest among staff members to participate in pedagogical education and
training but requests to participate in didactical courses have been frequently rejected in the
recent past.

In addition, no staff promotions have been granted in the last years and there is no incentive
system in place to foster the improvement of education and teaching which was greatly
lamented by all interviewed staff (academic as well as administrative) The peers regard it as
very demotivating that efforts and commitment of individual teachers (as well as support
staff) make no difference in terms of remuneration or other benefits and encourage the
Institute to consider the establishment of an incentive system to appreciate additional
efforts of staff members.

Less clear is the relationship between “academic” and “practical” parts in various ITS study
programmes. Some students complained, depending on the educational programme they
attended, that the teaching is too academic and practical working exposure is partly missing.
However, the peers took note of that fact that opinions among students differed in that
respect.

Business representatives confirmed during the review that they are keen to employ ITS
graduates not just because they are well educated, but also because there is a dire need in
the labour market for a skilled work force. The business representatives renewed their offer
to support the Institute and are ready to make available additional resources in terms of
practical work placements or the provision of guest lecturers. Some teachers intimated their
intention to maintain close relationships to individual partner institutions but these co-
operations depend on individual dedication. The peers underline the importance to revive
the good collaborations with private businesses and to set up a platform for systematic and
regular exchanges between staff members of the Institute and business as well as
representatives from other related institutions.

ITS provides a Virtual Learning Environment (VLE) based on MOODLE, in which many
students are enrolled, and which provides over 100 study units. The students gave mixed
feedback regarding the usefulness of the e-learning platform. Some students indicated
positive experiences with the e-learning platform whereas others claimed to never have
used it. The same holds true for the staff, some of whom are not familiar with VLE and have
never used it. The peers concluded that the IT system is not being used to its full potential.
Students stated that staff members were more willing to send notes via e-mail than make
use of the VLE Platform.
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As indicated under criterion 1, the “Rules and Regulations” of the Institute describe at length
minor and major offences and disciplinary measures that should be taken if the teaching and
learning process is disturbed by improper student behaviour. In practical terms, the peers
learn that student’s discipline has declined in recent years. Grooming regulations are not
enforced by personnel and the position of a “master of discipline” is vacant. As a case in
point, the disciplinary committee has jointly resigned after a case of a major offence was not
followed through despite the recommendations of the disciplinary committee. As a
consequence, there is no institutional body dealing with disciplinary issues in place at the
moment. The peers underline that the disciplinary measures as determined in the “Rules and
Regulations” of ITS need to be implemented; this also implies that recommendations made
by disciplinary bodies at ITS must take into consideration appropriately.

The Institute confirms that external assessors are engaged on a regular basis to evaluate
practical examinations. The peers thoroughly appreciate this approach as it provides a more
objective assessment of students. The external assessors are selected based on academic
qualifications; practical experiences are not being considered appropriately, much to the
teachers’ consternation,, even though people from a practical work place may make a
valuable contribution to the overall assessment. The peers cannot find any information in
the “Rules and Regulations” on the selection criteria of external assessors and learn during
the audit that the selection criteria are communicated through the co-ordinator and the
Board of Studies. Assessment procedures and processes are discussed during coordinators
meetings. The external assessors are informed in detail about the assessment criteria. The
peers judge this as an appropriate approach.

The peers confirm that the achieved learning outcomes are analysed in relation to the
intended outcomes through theoretical and practical examinations and welcome that the
examinations are assessed without the name of the student which avoids biased
assessments. Appendix IV of the “Rules and Regulations” of ITS provides “Examinations
General Instructions for Students” which present a clear and transparent overview of the
procedures applied at examinations. However, the peers have not been issued an assessment
policy which is supposed to outline the methods of assessment. Nevertheless, the peers
conclude that the procedure and assessment of examinations are carried out in a consistent
and fair manner applied to all students. The students seem to be content with the currently
applied practice.

The peers noticed that the time plan for examinations is announced only about two weeks
before the examination period; the peers recommend that the examination time tables are
publicised in accordance with the syllabuses which are circulated in the beginning of the
semester. This would give students a better opportunity to prepare for their examinations.

The ITS Quality Assurance Handbook describes in terms of the regulations which should be
in place when dealing with mitigating circumstances like student absence, illness, etc. the
peers cannot find a regulation of this kind and underline that such a policy defining clearly
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how to deal with such circumstances (sickness, physical or mental handicaps, other private
reasons) should be in place.

The peers can see in the ITS Rules and Regulations that there is a clearly defined appeal
procedure in place. The students have to lodge a written complaint to the Registrar’s office
which in turn would look into this formal complaint. If an examination result is concerned,
the exam paper is supposed to be revised. It is also possible to change the examiner if this is
deemed necessary. During the discussions with students and teachers, the peers learned that
complaints are normally resolved informally; the students address their teachers directly
and they discuss the issue. The formal complaint procedure was seldom applied and, in fact,
not known to all students and teachers.

Identified good practice mechanisms not yet implemented

The peers confirmed that students at ITS are provided with an adequate teaching and
learning environment, however, corrective action must be taken in a considerable number of
fields. A prime concern is that some crucial positions in the organisational structure have
been vacant for a considerable period of time. A head of Academic Affairs and the Heads of
Department are yet to be employed. Coordinators have been selected but they are not
responsible for individual programmes because there is an overlap between the different
programmes which prevents the nomination of programme coordinators. The coordinators
are responsible to meet with staff members and manage the different educational
programmes. The peers understand that the change of management and the vacancy of a
number of academic and key administrative positions have led to insecurity and declining
commitment among the staff members. The new leadership brings new motivation to staff
members as the peers discovered during their discussions. However, high expectations for
new leadership may easily give way to disappointment if positive developments are delayed
or are not forthcoming. The peers very much support the initial steps implemented by the
newest incumbent and acknowledge the mammoth task ahead of him.

Overall judgment for Standard
ITS requires improvement to meet Standard 4.

Recommendations for improvement

e The Institute should implement a systematic approach to regularly evaluate and adjust
the modes of delivery and pedagogical methods; staff members should be provided more
opportunities to participate in pedagogical training on a regular basis.

e The peers encourage the Institute to consider the establishment of an incentive system to
appreciate additional efforts of staff (and support staff) members.

e The peers recommend reviving the good collaborations with the business community to
set up a platform for systematic and regular exchanges between staff members of the
Institute and business as well as representatives from other stakeholders.
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e The peers underline that the disciplinary measures, as determined in the “Rules and
Regulations” of ITS, need to be implemented; this also implies that recommendations
made by disciplinary bodies of ITS are taken into consideration appropriately.

e The examination time table should be publicised at the beginning of the semester to give
students a better opportunity to prepare for their examinations.

e A policy should be in place to clearly define how to deal with mitigating circumstances
(sickness, physical or mental handicaps, other private reasons).

3.5 Standard 5: Student Admission, Progression, Recognition and
Certification

Student admission, progression, recognition and certification: Entities shall consistently

apply pre-defined and published regulations covering all phases of the student ‘life-cycle’.

Main evidence for Standard 5

e Gino Schiavone, Ray Vassallo, Vincent Zammit: Internal Quality Assurance (IQA) Report
of the Institute of Tourism Studies. April 2015.

e Institution of Tourism Studies. Full time and Part time Student. Rules and Regulations.
Academic year 2012-2013.

¢ Fact finding mission of external peers: Discussion with stakeholders of ITS.

e www.its.edu.mt/images/prospectus/ITS Fulltime Prospectus 2014 2015.pdf  (Access
20.05.2015)

e http://www.its.edu.mt/life-on-campus/student-services.html (Access 20.05.2015)

e http://www.its.edu.mt/life-on-campus/your-career-path.html (Access 20.05.2015)
e http://conventions.coe.int/Treaty/en/Treaties/Html/165.htm (Access 20.05.2015)

Main findings

The general admission procedure for applicants are dealt with in the “Rules and
Regulations” of ITS; which defines the “Entry Criteria” and the “Student profiling and
admission to ITS”. The so called “Prospectus” published on the website of the Institute
presents the different educational programmes and the subject-specific admission
requirements. The peers understand that the application process itself is clearly defined.
However, the peers critically note that the published Prospectus refers to 2014/15 whereas
all dates mentioned for information sessions offered only the dates for 2014. Even though
the information sessions for the new educational programmes take place in July and August,
the peers perceive it as unacceptable that the website is not more frequently updated; thus
resulting in interested stakeholders being unable to obtain relevant and updated
information on the programmes on offer.

In addition, the peers cannot comprehend that the Prospectus provides only very general
information on the programmes and no additional information is available. All students
receive the study programme for the upcoming semester only; no comprehensive study plan
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for any of the educational programmes is placed at the disposal of students. The peers
underline that the study plan, the curriculum and the module descriptions should be
Standard information and published on the website of the institution readily accessible for
all interested stakeholders.

The peers learned that once students have been accepted, an induction programme is
offered to familiarize them with the Institute and its facilities. A Standard induction pack is
already used by ITS and presented to students at the start of the academic year. The peers
added that students should be provided with a proper induction pack containing all
necessary information and documentation (study plan, curricula, module descriptions)
required for their course. The Institute may also consider a fresher’s week at the beginning
of each academic year.

The peers understand that students can attend information sessions at the Institute for more
information about the course they intend to follow. The dates of these information sessions
are provided in the prospectus but the dates for July / August 2015 have not been published
yet. Students and teachers explained that during these meetings counselling and guidance
staff, as well as the academic staff, are available for consultation by the prospective students.
Counselling services, student services and career guidance are offered at the Institute and
the details are available on the webpage of the Institute, the peers confirmed.

Theoretically speaking, the Registrar’s Office is responsible to collect, process, and manage
information on student progression assisted by software, the so-called Student Information
Tracking System (SITS). However, this Student Information Tracking System is not properly
applied and used due to the lack of personnel capable of working with this programme. In
the discussions the peers, understand that there is a need for additional resources and
training modules for staff members to familiarise themselves with this programme to be
able to manage information on student progression. Presently, the Registrar’s Office uses
physical files to manage the data on student’s progression, but this system has proven
inefficient as the information available from these physical files is incomplete and not
available on time to use as a proper management tool. By the same token, the Institute must
establish key performance indicators to be able to define Standards of performance when
judging academic progression.

As for the acceptance of non-formal and informal learning, the process observed is as
follows: the applicant has to submit relevant documents to the teachers who assess the
qualifications and pass it on to the programme coordinator; this decision might also be
verified by the Registrar’s Office. The peers welcome this approach in general but underline
that, according to the Lisbon Convention on the Recognition of Qualifications concerning
Higher Education in the European Region, the Institute must also comply to Section I,
Article II1.3, Paragraph 5 which demands that the responsibility to demonstrate that an
application does not fulfil the relevant requirements lies with the body undertaking the
assessment. This should be clarified in the respective policy.
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The peers confirm that the Institute provides various documentation for students at the end
of the educational programme, including the qualification level, learning outcomes, and
content description in line with NCFHE regulations. The Institute intends to issue a Diploma
Supplement and Certificate Supplement (Transcript of Records) as from the next academic
year. The peers underline the importance of the provision of a Diploma Supplement and a
Transcript of Records.

The peers learn that, by 2017, locally accredited full qualifications at both Further and
Higher education Levels should include reference to achieved learning outcomes. The peers
were told that training sessions for staff members to develop learning outcomes in
taxonomical classification have been recently conducted and that all lecturers are requested
to develop learning outcomes at programme as well as on module level. The Institute
provides some examples of learning outcomes and outlines that the learning outcomes will
be available soon; the teachers qualified this notion by explaining that due to the workload
the module descriptions and learning outcomes are not to be expected before the end of the
year. The Institute concedes that even though lecturers are assisted to develop module
descriptions it is to be foreseen that there will be differences in the quality of the
descriptions despite following the same patterns. The Quality Assurance Committee
promised to revise all module descriptions to ensure a certain minimum Standard of quality.
The peers welcome this approach and emphasize the need for all rules and regulations to be
published and made accessible for interested stakeholders.

Identified Good practice mechanisms not yet implemented

The peers learned in the discussions with staff members that entry requirements were
lowered some years ago based on a political decision to allow more students access to
vocational training institutions. Mandatory interviews are conducted with each individual
applicant. The peers welcome this mandatory interview with applicants as this gives the
institution the opportunity to critically select the most suitable students and to clarify
misconceptions of the different educational programmes. However, based on the
information provided by teachers, the recommendations from the interviews are not fully
considered in the subsequent selection process and students who have deemed not fit for
purpose have still been admitted. This has led to frustration among the lecturing staff as they
perceived their efforts to have been in vain and questioned their competence to properly
select the right candidates. In addition, this also contributed to an increase of the dropout
rate. The admission requirements are going to be changed and mandatory interviews will be
abolished because the recommendations made by the interview panel are neither
transparent nor fully comprehensible. In addition, there are cases where students have
graduated with a “Higher National Diploma” from ITS and have still not been admitted to the
University of Malta because the university entry requirements are not met. In order to grant
academic progression without any complications, the Institute decided to increase the
overall entry requirements and to abolish the mandatory interviews.
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Overall judgment for Standard
ITS requires improvement to meet Standard 5.

Recommendations for improvement

The peers underline that the website must be frequently updated and provide relevant
and up-dated information to interested stakeholders.

It is of utmost urgency that all relevant study plans, the curriculum and the module
descriptions of all educational programmes are published on the website of the Institute
and provide relevant information for all interested stakeholders; these documents
should also be part of the induction package distributed to students at the beginning of
their studies.

Additional resources (trainings) need to be made available to enable the Institute to
make full use of the Student Information Tracking System to follow and manage student
progression.

The Institute must define key performance indicators to be able to define Standards of
performance when judging academic progression.

The Institute must comply with the Convention on the Recognition of Qualifications
concerning Higher Education in the European Region from Lisbon.

The peers underline that the Institute should provide a Diploma Supplement and a
Transcript of Records.

Learning outcomes on programme, as well as on module level, must be made available as
soon as possible for all ITS educational programmes.

3.6 Standard 6: Teaching Staff

Teaching staff: Entities shall assure the competence and effectiveness of their teaching staff.

Main evidence for Standard 6

Ray Vassallo, Quality Assurance Handbook, Institute of Tourism Studies, March 2015,
version 2.

Gino Schiavone, Ray Vassallo, Vincent Zammit: Internal Quality Assurance (IQA) Report of
the Institute of Tourism Studies. April 2015.

Institution of Tourism Studies. Full time and Part time Student. Rules and Regulations.
Academic year 2012-2013.

Fact finding mission of external peers: Discussion with stakeholders of ITS.

Centre for eLearning  Technologies  CELT:  http://www.its.edu.mt/life-on-
campus/campus-centres/centre-for-e-learningtechnologies (Access 20.05.2015)

Centre for Cultural and Heritage studies: http://www.its.edu.mt/life-on-campus/campus-
centres/centre-for-cultural-heritagestudies.html (Access 20.05.2015)
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Main findings

The peers understand that the Institute has established a collective agreement between ITS
and the Malta Union of Teachers, and adheres to the applied Standard procedures of a
Government entity. Calls for applications need to be issued and advertised accordingly. The
same applies to part-time lecturers. The peers confirm that the Institute has a clear and
transparent process for the recruitment of teaching staff in place. The peers noticed that
guest speakers or external examiners have to be approved by the Programme Quality
Validation Board and strongly recommend more autonomy to the departments in terms of
selecting external lecturers independently. It is required that lecturers must have at least
one qualification higher compared to the level they teach.

During the discussion with the teachers, the peers learned that teachers are sometimes
obliged to teach classes entirely outside their area of expertise. These teachers indicated that
they feel particularly unhappy with this situation and have the feeling that they are not
really competent to teach this subject. Some students also confirm that they are not always
convinced about the competence of the lecturers. The peers point out that this modus
operandi contradict the ethics of good and qualified teaching; the peers were told that this
practice was discontinued

The peers cannot comprehend whether the Institute had systems and procedures in place to
monitor the delivery of teaching and learning and consequently cannot fully ensure that the
Standards required for individual programmes of study are being met.

The peers learned that all lecturers have undergone pedagogical training. One pedagogical
course had been organised with the University of Malta and the other pedagogical course
with MCAST last year. Most of the lecturers are lecturing have been teaching at the Institute
for a considerable number of years. The panel was told that teachers could participate in
Erasmus programmes and attending conferences and seminars locally and abroad. The
Institute also maintains two professional centres which are active in sectoral training and
research. The peers are informed that institutional research is mainly carried out as part of
EU funded projects. The peers were provided with a list of recently implemented projects.
Furthermore, it seems that the Institute had published a journal, WELCOME, which included
papers and research carried out by ITS staff and other stakeholders. The peers support the
idea of the Institute to publish research results and encourage ITS to develop a concept
whereby research and teaching and learning are connected.

The Institute employs a number of part-time lecturers who are paid on an hourly basis; most
of them are also employed in other institutions. Students indicated that part-time lecturers
tend to be less motivated and committed than full-time staff members in conducting their
classes. In addition, the coordinators clarified that in some cases they only communicated
via emails with part-time lecturers because they are not ready or available to attend regular
staff meetings. Consequently, the courses carried out by part-time lecturers are not always
well harmonised with the other lectures. The peers emphasize that part-time lecturers
should integrated more closely into institutional procedures and should develop a sense of
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affiliation. Hence, the peers recommend interviewing particularly the part-time lecturers to
identify measures to enhance their motivation and commitment and to contractually oblige
them to attend a certain number of staff meetings.

Identified good practice mechanisms not yet implemented

The peers acknowledge the strategic plans of the Institute and welcome the vision to
establish academic degree programmes at MQF Level 6 and 7. However, the peers ask to
bear in mind that this requires a serious up-scaling of the present staff members. The
teachers themselves indicate great interest in academic progression but claim that their
initiative is not supported by the management. The peers underline that respective
resources must be made available.

Overall judgment for Standard
ITS requires improvement to meet Standard 6.

Recommendations for improvement

e IfITS is to develop into a higher education institution, as foreseen by the strategic plan, it
must put sufficient resources in place to upgrade and support its staff members in
accordance with academic requirements to teach academic degree programmes at MQF
Level 6 and 7.

e The peers recommend interviewing part-time lecturers to identify measures to enhance
their motivation and commitment and to contractually oblige them to attend a certain
number of staff meetings

e The peers support the idea of publishing research results and motivating the Institute to
develop a concept whereby research, teaching and learning are connected.

3.7 Standard 7: Learning Resources and Student Support

Learning resources and student support: Entities shall have appropriate funding for their
learning and teaching activities and sufficient learning resources to fully support the
students’ learning experiences.

Main evidence for Standard 7

e Ray Vassallo, Quality Assurance Handbook, Institute of Tourism Studies, March 2015,
version 2.

e Gino Schiavone, Ray Vassallo, Vincent Zammit: Internal Quality Assurance (IQA) Report of
the Institute of Tourism Studies. April 2015.

¢ Fact finding mission of external peers: Discussion with stakeholders of ITS.

e http://www.nao.gov.mt/news.aspx?nid=75 (Access 20.05.2015)

e http://www.its.edu.mt/life-on-campus/student-services.html (Access 20.05.2015)

e http://www.its.edu.mt/life-on-campus/your-career-path.html (Access 20.05.2015)

e http://www.its.edu.mt/life-on-campus/local-internships.html (Access 20.05.2015)
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Main findings

The panel members undertook a visit to all three campuses to gain a first-hand impression
of the physical infrastructure of the Institute. The peers asserted that the overall state of ITS’
infrastructure, especially on the main campus, requires serious upgrading to be fully
operational and able to fulfil its task to provide a suitable learning and teaching environment
that reaches the intended learning outcomes. The library, for example, requires urgent
upgrading as the number of textbooks is limited and a lot of the present literature obsolete.
The lecturers have regularly submitted requests for new literature in the past which were
seemingly ignored; the peers were amazed to hear that, at the same time, a budget was made
available for new textbooks that was then rejected by the ministry due to administrative
shortcomings within ITS. It is evident to the peers that the IT system needs to be improved
and that the services of a qualified librarian, including a library policy, is urgently required
to properly administer the requests for new literature and make appropriate use of the
available financial resources. Digital journals should also be considered. The peers also point
out that the facilities of the library are comparatively small and not accessible for people
with mobility problems. Hence, the peers recommend considering moving the library to a
more suitable venue in the interim.

In 2013, the Auditor General of the National Audit Office conducted an IT Audit at the
Institute of Tourism Studies (ITS). The National Audit Office recommended that the ITS
drafts and adopts a formal IT strategy and carries out a cost/benefit analysis of its current IT
and Information Systems investments. Furthermore, the National Audit Office recommended
that the Institute follows a formally structured and documented software project life cycle
when developing or procuring new software or enhancements on existing software. It was
also suggested that senior management should consider installing a local area network and a
dedicated server in the Martin Luther King building in Pembroke. The IT audit Report
includes a review of nine software applications used within ITS, as well as of its website and
Facebook page, in terms of ease-of-use, the security controls in place, account management,
hosting services and back-ups. The National Audit Office also recommended that all software
applications are hosted centrally on the ITS servers and that the Institute carries out a
business process re-engineering exercise to try to eliminate duplication of work. The
National Audit Office finally suggested that the Institute establishes a training programme
for lecturers to promote the further use of e-learning software application. This is
particularly true for the Student Information Tracking System as indicated under criterion 5.
The peers learned that the IT department has recently been strengthened through the
services of a qualified professional officer who is working on several issues highlighted in
the report of the National Audit Office, namely the upgrade of equipment and regularisation
of software licences. The peers strongly recommended making the best possible use of the IT
audit report of the National Audit Office and to consider the recommendations made in its
strategic development.
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During the discussions the students did not raise any serious complaints about the computer
system; however staff members raised another issue which cropped up - a change in the WI-
FI service provider has led to a severe slowing down of the E-Learning website.

Regarding the other facilities like Kkitchens, classrooms etc. the peers observed a
considerable discrepancy in the utilization of the three ITS campuses. Whereas the main
campus is overcrowded and in need of substantial renovation and updated equipment, there
are modern, recently built and largely underutilized facilities especially in Gozo (with only 8
students currently enrolled) and in the Martin Luther King Campus. A number of ideas were
put forward to make better use of these facilities but the peers were not provided with
tangible evidence or a strategic plan in that regard. The peers underline the fact that the
Institute should develop a plan to further balance the utilisation of all three campus facilities
and to devise further considerations to make appropriate use of the presently underutilised
venues. In addition, a gym is available on campus but is seldom used by students as it is
always locked.

The peers learned that the Institute provides one-to-one support services such as pastoral
care which provides students with advice on academic pathways and a Counsellor which
provides psychological support to students. However, as stated previously, key personnel
had not yet been recruited at the time of the audit.

The process of recruiting suitable personnel had just been launched. Expectations were
communicated that the roster of ITS key academic personnel should be in place by the end of
October 2015. In the area of administrative leadership, the same situation presented itself:
the head of business development, marketing and public relations, the EU Funding and
Projects Officer, the Procurement and Supplies Officer, the PA to the Executive Director, the
Procurement and Supplies Officer, the Property Officer, the Finance Manager, the Human
Resources Officer, the Gozo Campus Administrator as well as other positions all had not yet
been appointed and could thus not be interviewed by the audit team. During the audit of the
Gozo campus, it also became clear that the position of a responsible campus administrator
was effectively not filled.

Almost all educational programmes at the Institute require work placements either locally
or in another European country. Some students complained that they are placed in the
service industry and have to carry out “low level” exercises which are not in line with their
intended degree and do not further enhance their skills. However, the business
representatives responded that all students commence at the bottom of the career leader to
prove their commitment and willingness to perform. Once the employer realises that a
student performs well and is committed to the job, the students are given more demanding
work. The business representatives further explained that they cannot run the risk of placing
a student in a customer care role as they might not meet the Standard required during their
work placement and damage and undermine the reputation of the business. The peers could
understand this reasoning; but they nevertheless encourage the Institute to make individual
arrangements with each company to define which activities have to be performed during the
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work placement to ensure that the working experience corresponds to the intended learning
outcomes of the curriculum of the educational programme. The peers, in principle, welcome
the fact that work placements are organised centrally by the Students’ Internship Office;
however, they underline that the programme coordinators (future Heads of Department)
should be involved in the process of establishing networks with the business community and
influence the contractual agreement that would then be made.

Given the present condition of the facilities the peers conclude that the criterion does not
meet the Standard.

Identified good practice mechanisms not yet implemented

At the time of the review, most of the key leadership positions in the Institute were either
vacant or in various stages of recruitment. Other key personnel had just recently taken
office. A case in point concerned the position of the Executive Director of ITS. During the
preparatory scoping visit, the peers did not have a chance to talk to the incumbent Executive
Director, who was self-suspended and thus not available on the day of arrival of the peers. In
the aftermath, the new Executive Director has just been appointed. It is noteworthy that this
appointment, according to the information given, was for an interim, part-time Executive
Director. The new Executive Director has started to put a considerable number of promising
new initiatives in place and has revitalised internal communication processes while at the
same time launching an intense recruitment drive for key ITS management positions. These
developments could, for obvious reasons, not produce tangible results given the short time
he has been in office

To compensate for this massive management shortcoming on both the academic as well as
administrative side, the peers observed in the course of their visit that the ITS board of
governors on occasions actively engaged in the operational running of the school, adding to
and at times transcending its traditional oversight role.

The new Executive Director indicated that he has requested an additional significant budget
for the upgrading of the library and other facilities and that he was positive that this request
was going to be warranted. The peers acknowledge that such an upgrading would require
time and the joint efforts of all staff members but they welcome the fact that this had been
prioritised by the new Executive Director. Generally speaking, the peers very much
appreciate and support the efforts of the Executive Director to raise additional funds to
upgrade the Institute’s facilities and implement the strategic plan which is presently being
developed.

On the last day of the review, the audit team was provided with a provisional ITS budget
plan for the next academic year as well as for the time period until 2018. It was explained
that this budget plan had compiled in the previous two weeks and represented the aggregate
imminent needs of ITS; furthermore it was based on the investment needs as communicated
by the different departments of the institution.
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Apart from the fact that the figures presented (with notable exceptions for the funding of the
future Internal Quality Management System) were aggregated on a level which makes
judgment difficult, the implementation of the financial arrangements rests on the
assumption that in October of 2015 the Maltese Finance Ministry will decide about the short
and mid-term budget plan for ITS and associated levels of funding.

The new Executive Director indicated his intention to bring in a new Financial Affairs Officer
in order to assist in the build-up of an efficient budgetary process to ensure that ITS makes
full use of funds intended to benefit the Institute and its staff and students.

Overall judgment for Standard
ITS does not meet Standard 7.

Recommendations for improvement

e The peers strongly support the vision of ITS that all relevant key academic and
administrative personnel are in place by the end of October 2015,

e The library needs considerable upgrading including a professional librarian, digital
journals and a library policy; the Institute should also consider moving the library to a
more spacious and accessible location.

e The peers strongly recommend making the best possible use of the IT audit report of the
National Audit Office and to consider the recommendations made in its strategic
development

e The Institute has to develop a plan to better balance the utilisation of all three campus
facilities and to devise further considerations to make appropriate use of the presently
underutilised venues

e The Institute should make individual arrangements with each company to influence the
activities of students and to define which activities have to be performed during their
work placement to warrant that the working experience corresponds to the intended
learning outcomes of the curriculum of the educational programme; the programme
coordinators should be involved in this process.

3.8 Standard 8: Information Management

Information management: Entities shall ensure that they collect, analyse and use relevant

information for the effective management of their programmes and other activities.

Main evidence for Standard 8

e Ray Vassallo, Quality Assurance Handbook, Institute of Tourism Studies, March 2015,
version 2.

e Gino Schiavone, Ray Vassallo, Vincent Zammit: Internal Quality Assurance (IQA) Report of
the Institute of Tourism Studies. April 2015.

¢ Fact finding mission of external peers: Discussion with stakeholders of ITS.
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Main findings

As outlined under criterion 5, the peers learned that there is the a computerised Student
Information Tracking system (SITS) in place, but due to lack of appropriate training, staff
members are unable to use the system to its full potential. The necessary upgrading of staff
members has already been raised in this report. At the moment, a physical filing system is
being used, however, this system has obvious limitations.

The peers welcomed the option that pupils aged 15 and over enrol in foundation courses
which lay the foundations for subsequent educational programmes. These pupils often come
from disadvantaged backgrounds and require special attention and support from the
teaching staff. The peers acknowledged that the Institute takes on the challenge of providing
them with the necessary additional support they require despite the lack of resources.

On the basis of the information received, the peers gained the impression that data on course
participation, retention and success rates was collected albeit inconsistently and in an
incomplete manner; they could not see clearly defined responsibilities of staff members
regarding the collection and analysis of data.

Furthermore, the analysis of the data is jeopardised by the non-utilisation of SITS. This
implies the definition of key performance indicators to determine which data is of relevance
and which variables require intervention from the Institute. In addition, it remains unclear
to the auditors involved in the discussion of the data who decides which actions should be
taken. The peers concluded that neither the staff nor the students were in any way involved
in providing and analysing information and planning follow-up activities.

The peers also learned that no tracer studies are presently being carried out. The peers were
told that about 90-95% of the graduates find employment after graduation but the peers
underlined that this information needs to be corroborated with additional information, such
as whether the positions obtained corresponded to the qualification achieved and if the
qualification profile is suitable for the demands of the labour market.

Given the present state of information management, the peers concluded that the criterion
does not meet the Standard.

Identified Good practice mechanisms not yet implemented

Presently, the peers cannot see any other promising developments with regards to
information management than those that have been mentioned in connection with the
upgrading of staff members to be able to apply the SITS system properly.

Overall judgment for Standard
ITS does not meet Standard 8.
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Recommendations for improvement

e The Institute needs to define responsibilities of staff members with regard to the
collection and analysis of relevant data; students and staff need to be involved in this
process and especially in follow-up activities.

e Tracer studies should be implemented.

48



3.9 Standard 9: Public Information

Public information: Entities shall publish information about their activities which is clear,
accurate, objective, up-to-date and readily accessible.

Main evidence for Standard 9

e Ray Vassallo, Quality Assurance Handbook, Institute of Tourism Studies, March 2015,
version 2.

¢ Gino Schiavone, Ray Vassallo, Vincent Zammit: Internal Quality Assurance (IQA) Report of
the Institute of Tourism Studies. April 2015.

e Fact finding mission of external peers: Discussion with stakeholders of ITS.

e http://www.its.edu.mt (20.05.2015)

e http://www.its.edu.mt/courses-admission/its-prospectus/its-prospectus.html  (access
20.05.2015)

Main findings

The peers were told that relevant information on the educational programmes of the
Institute is published on the website and in the Prospectus. When studying the webpage, the
peers concluded that the subject specific websites and the prospectus provide only very
general information on the educational programmes, such as selection criteria. In addition,
the information provided is from 2014. The peers underlined that the Institute urgently
needs to employ a Communication and Marketing Officer. At the time of the audit, the
recruitment process was in the preliminary stages.

The interviewed business representatives indicated that presently the Institute is widely
perceived as a vocational school. This does not properly reflect the real portfolio of
educational programmes offered at ITS,. particularly with regards to the envisaged
introduction of academic degree programmes. A Public Relations strategy is urgently
required to better address its potential clientele.

It was impossible for the peers, despite of the manifold discussions with the course
coordinators, lecturers and students, to establish the exact composites of the programmes
and courses being offered in the various departments at different levels of the Malta
Qualification Framework. The intended learning outcomes, the module descriptions,
information on the EQF/MQF level and ECTS/ECVET learning credits are presently being
formulated but are not available at the moment. Even though ITS claimed that the rules and
regulations of ITS were published, the peers were unable to locate them on the website. The
peers concluded that, given the poor state of public information, this criterion does not meet
the Standard.

The peers noticed that the student council maintains an office next to the dining hall and
offers activities and possibilities for participation in the student organisation. However,
when talking to the students, the vast majority claimed to have no idea who the student
representatives were. The peers think this obvious contradiction connects to the overall
communication fatigue and wide spread dissatisfaction among staff members and students.
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The peers invite students to collaborate with the future Communication and Marketing
Officer to encourage students to more actively contribute to student participation.

Identified good practice mechanisms not yet implemented

The overall message presented by many of ITS’ stakeholders was that in recent years there
had been a considerable downgrading of internal and external communication patterns in
conjunction with an absence of leadership. The auditors understand that this problem goes
beyond mere instruments such as an active and up to date webpage but many stakeholders,
including teaching staff, administrative support staff, students as well as industry
representatives pointed out that, due to frequent changes in leadership and the absence of
key personnel led to the communication channels being completely eroded. The peers
underline that it is crucial to revitalise these communication channels and regain the
support and commitment of staff members from all areas of the Institute.

The peers acknowledge that massive efforts are under way to rectify the poor public
information management, in as far as, all departments are collaborating to develop the
underlying so called “diets”(??) and corresponding module handbooks, including the course
requirements, corresponding credit points, assessment methods and the like. As to the time
line, the peers were reassured that this guided process is geared towards the publication of
suitable course information by the end of 2015. While acknowledging the new driving forces
and expertise and support available (one of our discussion partners has, for example,
produced a Manual for the conversion of qualifications into the ECVET system), it also is
evident that results will only be yielded in the future but could not be taken note of during
the time of the audit.

Overall judgment for Standard
ITS does not meet standard 9.

Recommendations for improvement

e Revitalising communication channels and regaining the support and commitment of staff
members from all areas of the Institute must be a core priority in the future.

e ITS urgently needs a Communication and Marketing Officer.

e The Institute requires a Public Relations strategy to better address its potential clientele
and communicate its new developments towards academic degree programmes.

e Students should be motivated to make use of the opportunity to participate in student
affairs.
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3.10 Standard 10: On-going Monitoring and Periodic Review of
Programmes

On-going monitoring and periodic review of programmes: entities shall implement the
‘Quality Cycle’ by monitoring and periodically reviewing their programmes to ensure their

continuing fitness for purpose.

Main evidence for Standard 10

e Ray Vassallo, Quality Assurance Handbook, Institute of Tourism Studies, March 2015,
version 2.

¢ Gino Schiavone, Ray Vassallo, Vincent Zammit: Internal Quality Assurance (IQA) Report of
the Institute of Tourism Studies. April 2015.

Main findings

As outlined in Criterion 1, a Quality Assurance Handbook has only recently been elaborated
on and was formally endorsed and published in March 2015; a Quality Assurance Policy still
needs to be drafted. While the Quality Assurance Handbook was, according to the peers, of
good quality and contained promising examples of quality assurance feedback loops, it
simply has not been put to a systematic operational test or been implemented. The Academic
Quality Assurance (AQA) concept, for example, which foresees a four step approach to
monitor and improve the quality of the ITS full time and part-time teaching staff has not
been applied yet. The peers have subsequently confirmed that the four steps, comprising
basic self-review, peer review teacher, departmental review and review by the Internal
Quality Assurance Committee are thoroughly developed. During the audit, it was presented
as a logical sequence, the implementation of the AQA process, however, was planned to
begin by the next academic year. The teachers indicated that some of them had open debates
with the students at the end of the semester to gain feedback from the students; however,
the students underlined that this applied primarily to teachers who performed satisfactorily
whilst the problematic teachers - especially the part-time ones- do not offer these feedback
rounds;

The same principle applies to almost all other quality assurance reviews of academic and
other services, which look convincing on paper, but have not yielded any empirical evidence
at the time of the audit. In the handbook itself, the expectation was formulated that each
department eventually will develop its own quality assurance guidelines and that QA will be
evidence based. The peers very much support this strategy and underline that this also
requires key performance indicators which still need to be formulated to have benchmarks
available which will serve as reference.

As indicated in Criterion 1, the Institute intends to regularly undertake stakeholders’
surveys (alumni, employers, etc.). The peers welcome these plans and strongly encourage
ITS to actually implement these instruments and make use of the information for quality
improvement of the programmes. By the same token, ITS should also revive its alumni
network.
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Identified good practice mechanisms not yet implemented

The peers acknowledge that there is a natural delay in putting the recently developed
Quality Assurance Handbook in operation, the setup of the Internal Quality Assurance
system is still being discussed internally and the various roles and responsibilities have still
not been formalised. The Quality Assurance Handbook specifies the roles and
responsibilities in the academic Quality Assurance System (point 11). Among other key
actors the so called Internal Quality Assurance Committee presents the driving force and
promoter/monitor of ITS quality. Its Charter of Operation, which was given to the peers as
document during the audit, has however not been formally endorsed by the Board of
Governors, even though this important step was announced to be imminent.

Other bodies like the Academic Advisory Committee have not yet been introduced and the
right balance of various internal QA bodies (including the Board of Studies) is still in need of
fine tuning.

Overall judgment for Standard
ITS does not meet Standard 10.

Recommendations for improvement

e The Quality Assurance Procedures, as specified in the Quality Assurance Handbook, must
be implemented and tested.

e The peers strongly support the concept of the Institute that each department develops its
own quality assurance guidelines and corresponding key performance indicators.

e The Institute should regularly undertake stakeholders’ surveys (alumni, employers, etc.)
and make use of the information for quality improvement of the programmes.

e ITS should also revive its alumni network.

3.11 Standard 11: Cyclical External Quality Assurance

Entities should undergo external quality assurance by, or with the approval of, the NCFHE on
a cyclical basis according to NCFHE guidelines, once every five years.

Main findings
ITS has fulfilled this Standard by virtue of hosting this EQA referred to in this Report. This is
the first EQA of ITS.

Overall judgment for Standard
ITS meets Standard 11.

Recommendations for improvement
The external peer review should be replicated once the envisaged developments have been
implemented. This EQA should be implemented after two years at the latest.
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3.12 Recommendations for Conditions or Formal Outcomes

The peers recommend the following conditions following the EQA. Within six months from
the publication of the Report, ITS needs to present detailed plans that shall include the
following elements:

e all vacant senior and middle management positions within ITS are reviewed for fitness
for purpose and filled in;

e the IQAC or equivalent becomes a statutory entity with dedicated financial and human
resources;

e the statutory relationship between the Board of Governors, the Board of Studies, the
PQVB and the IQAC or equivalent is clarified to ensure fitness for purposes, appropriate
governance and due process;

e ITS develops effective communication systems between all structures, levels and
stakeholders of the institution;

e ITS develops effective financial management procedures and structures to ensure that its
budget it properly used.
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4. Response by the Provider

21st December 2015

With reference to the External Quality Audit (EQA) report presented to the Institute of
Tourism Studies (ITS) on the 25t November 2015, we are hereby attaching our response to
the findings and judgements mentioned in the same report. We would like to point out that
our response is not, and should not, be considered as a comprehensive statement and
further additional actions may be made in the future based on your valid recommendations.

This response is aimed to address specific observations made in your report in terms of
accuracy as well as referring to the judgements and recommendations thereon. These
recommendations and actions have been discussed within the ITS management structure
and an implementation plan has been established.

ITS is submitting this response to highlight important underlying constraints to certain
quotes as put forward in regards to the institute. Particular reference needs to be made to
ASIIN’s statement that ‘the external quality assurance review of ITS took place under
exceptional circumstances’. In the assessment of the Internal Quality Assurance (IQA)
system of ITS, not only were Quality Assurance (QA) structures and processes implemented
but such processes had already been designed and hence already in existence. This should
be integrated into the evaluation of the compliance with the eleven quality Standards. Hence
considering the existing but not fully implemented quality assurance procedures and
elements, ITS is partly in compliance with the quality Standards.

ITS believes that in some areas (covered by the report) better and more appropriate
assessment should have been made. These aspects have been covered to some extent by this

reply.

Nevertheless ITS acknowledges the various shortcomings and weaknesses identified
throughout the report of ASIIN, however, it also believes that the majority of issues have
been brought about by the severe lack of Human Resources in the past 10 years. This lack of
resources, both at Management level and non-management levels, was highlighted in the
Internal Quality Audit report. ITS also understands the fact that certain areas need to be
addressed so as to ensure that proper controls are in place. ITS management is totally
committed to good corporate governance practices. However ITS does not agree with the
‘Does not meet Standard’ judgement and recommends ‘needs Improvement’ on the basis
that, in the IQA, all weak areas were identified and partial actions had already been taken
and some of them tested as well. Moreover in Mr. Sandro Spiteri’s mail dated 12t May 2015
entitled ‘Guidance on EQA judgements and Reporting’ it is clearly stated in number 12 that
‘Given that these are pilot EQA’s, it is advised great care needs to be exercised in a ‘Does not
Meeting Standard’ judgement. If there is room for considering that during the time of the
EQA improvements being proposed were already being partly implemented in the context of
an over-arching strategy, that indicates that the provider is well aware of the challenges in
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the sector, and that you consider these changes to be fit for purpose even if improvements
had not yet started to be felt during the EQA, the Panel should consider giving a ‘Requires
Improvement’ judgement tied to stringent conditions and clear timelines for improvement.
However the final decision on the judgement relies completely on the balance of evidence as
discerned by the panel.’

ITS has, during 2015, recruited a Head of Corporate Services, a Business Development, PR
and Marketing officer, a Precincts officer, Purchasing officer for the Food and Beverage
sector and another Purchasing officer for the general stores, Chief security officer, Finance
Manager, Library and Teaching resources executive and Research executive. ITS has also
identified a Head of Academia who will commence official duties in January 2016. The Head
of Academia is currently in transition from another higher vocational institution to ITS, and
for the past one and a half months, has actively contributed towards developments at ITS.

ITS has also embarked actively on the implementation of the Action Plan devised and we can
say that we are well on track in the implementation of it. Action plan with statuses of various
actions attached to this report.

Background Info

In 2015 NCFHE and ASIIN have carried out an external audit of ITS with particular emphasis
on the organisation and expenditure. The results have been presented to ITS in June 2015.
This report seeks to address particular comments and views expressed within the same
report.

It should be noted that certain statements, in ITS’ view, were either incorrect or incomplete.
These have been noted accordingly within the reply.

Pierre Fenech
Executive Director
Institute of Tourism Studies
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Standard 1: Policy for Quality Assurance

Policy for quality assurance: Entities shall have a policy for quality assurance that is made public

and forms part of their strategic management.

1. The Standard is partly fulfilled, but needs improvement.

2. The peer report stated that ITS has not yet formulated an explicit policy statement for
quality assurance in terms of a separate quality assurance policy. It should be
considered that a first quality assurance policy is integrated into the ITS Quality
Assurance Handbook. In fact an extensive number of core elements which would
otherwise comprise such a policy are already in existence embedded within official
Institute documentation:

o The purpose of quality assurance at ITS is two-fold, i.e., to ensure continuous
improvement and accountability to stakeholders. With regards to continuous
improvement, ITS is committed to the principle of continuous enhancement. The major
aim and objective of ITS’s AQA system is to improve quality in all aspects of the
Institute’s operations whenever and wherever possible. The ultimate objective is to
assure the quality of the students’ holistic learning experience both academically and in
areas of social and personal development....... ITS must be open to external scrutiny and
that the outcomes of that scrutiny should be known and widely disseminated. Quality
assurance is the means through which ITS assures itself and confirms to its customers
and stakeholders alike that the conditions are in place for students to achieve high
educational Standards set at international, national, and institutional levels.!

... Quality is a matter of negotiation between the academic institute and the
stakeholders. In this negotiation process, each stakeholder needs to formulate, as clearly
as possible, his/ her requirements. The Institute, as the ultimate supplier of a service,
must try to reconcile all these different wishes and requirements. Sometimes the
expectations will run parallel, but they can just as well end up in conflict. As far as
possible, the requirements of all stakeholders should be translated into the mission and
objectives of an institute and of the educational program and, as far as this concerns
research, research programmes. The challenge is to achieve the objectives and learning
outcomes. If this is the case, then we can say that the institute or department has quality
(see Figure 1.2)%.

3. For promoting quality culture within ITS, departments have the possibility to develop
their own quality assurance guidelines within the framework of ITS QA system. It is
agreed that this first quality assurance policy needs to be more elaborated and made
more explicit including the new strategic plan and the Legal Notice.

4. The QA Handbook was officially published in March 2015 and disseminated to all ITS
staff both online (e-learning site) and through the provision of an academic quality
assurance tool kit in DVD format.

LITS Quality Assurance Handbook, March 2015, page 24
2 ITS Quality Assurance Handbook, March 2015, page 16
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5.

6.

The QA Handbook was officially endorsed and published in March 2015. During a
meeting between the peers and ITS management, it was made clear to the peers that
ITS’s plans to introduce the QA system is an on-going process. Self-assessment, peer
reviews, departmental reports and questionnaires are due to be introduced as from
October 2016, as part of the 2016/2017 Academic year. The objective of ITS is to
provide study programmes of high quality which fulfil the needs and expectations of
students, staff, enterprises, business, organisations, society, employers and other
stakeholders and promotes the tourism sector of Malta. Therefore internal and
external stakeholders are involved in the QA system of ITS. Research should also be
integrated into the QA policy of ITS, but this should take place after the consolidation
of the internal QA procedures for the study programmes.

As from October 2016, the core elements “self-assessment”, “peer reviews”,
“departmental reports” and “questionnaires” will be implemented. The internal QA
processes will also be continuously evaluated and revised.

Standard 2: Institutional Probity

Institutional and financial probity: entities shall ensure that they have appropriate measures and

procedures in place to ensure institutional and financial probity.

1.
2.

3.

The ITS shows a partial compliance with Standard 2.

ITS’s financial independence relies on Government policies in this respect. Obviously
ITS would welcome a situation where it would achieve a substantial degree of
financial autonomy. The present situation at ITS reflects a positive outlook as to
institutional probity, as the EQA report unequivocally states that ITS financial control
is “already subject to stringent national financial regulations and oversight”. The EQA
report states that ITS underspent its budgetary allocation for 2014. However this was
mainly due to a spate of changes at management level. It was made clear to the peers
that government has increased the ITS budget by nearly € 900,000 for the next three
years. As will be demonstrated in the action plan, it is the intention of ITS to make the
utmost use of these funds. The main source of extraneous funds generated by ITS
remain:

o Part-Time courses
o EU funded projects (partnerships)
o Catering operations (restaurants)

At present ITS is considering the creation of new structures which would enable the
institute to tap new sources of funding such as research and industrial consultancies.

In terms of institutional probity the ITS internal management structure and

responsibilities are generally defined by the Legal Notice (Board of Governors, Board
of Studies and the principal officers of ITS, the Chairman, the Director, the Deputy
Director, Head of Academic Affairs, Head of Administration, Registrar, Head of
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Departments, Branch Managers)3. Within the ITS quality assurance system, roles and
responsibilities are also defined and therefore existing, but due to vacant positions
they are not totally implemented. ITS agrees that further clarification of the
responsibilities and functions and division of tasks is needed.

5. The main responsibilities within the ITS internal quality management systems are
currently:

Central Level:

Board of Governors (BoG)
¢ Establish internal quality assurance schemes

e Final approval of curricula and syllabi submitted by the BoS and approved by
PQVB

Board of Studies (BoS)

e Proposal of new study programmes and courses to the PQVB
e Discussing changes in the current curricula

e First monitoring of new programmes

e Commenting on programmes to the PQVB

e Final approval by BoG

Programme Quality Validation Board (PQVB (exact terms of reference and composition

needs to be still defined)

e Internal approval and accreditation of programmes, assuring that programmes
and courses are in line with binding documents and regulations, making the
accreditation decision

e Monitoring the fulfilment of conditions/implementation of follow-up activities in
the internal quality assurance process

e PQVB and the Internal Quality Assurance Committee (IQAC) are in close contact to
identify strengths and weaknesses.

Internal Quality Assurance Committee (IQAC central level):

e Developing and monitoring the implementation of ITS’s internal QA system
according to ITS’ mission and vision and strategic planning, promoting quality
culture within ITS, supporting departments in establishing their department-
based quality Standards and monitoring these Standards; coordination of self-
reviews and evaluation of departmental quality assurance procedures,
coordination of the implementation of recommendations out of the internal self-
reviews

e Linkage between the central and decentral level.

3 Refer to Subsidiary Legislation 327.423 - Institution of Tourism Studies Regulations
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e Training of ITS staff in QA procedures, support in interpreting results of
evaluations/surveys.
e Issuing an annual report about the results of the IQA.

Decentral Level:

Head of Departments/Course Co-ordinators

e Coordination and monitoring of the implementation of the quality assurance
system at the respective department; managing quality assurance procedures in
the department, organization and conducting the self-reviews of the department,
reporting of the results to the IQAC and the management of ITS

Standard 3: Design and Approval of Programmes

Design and approval of programmes: self-accrediting providers shall have appropriate processes
for the design and approval of their programmes of study.

1.

It should be noted that the ITS Quality Assurance Handbook became an official ITS
document in March 2015. As stated in the EQA report, “the Institute follows its
programme validation system which allows for different approaches to be set up for
new educational programmes”. The report further states that new educational
programmes may be proposed by academic staff members. The proposed
establishment of a Scientific Committee will provide an official platform for
stakeholders to make their own recommendations and proposals to the Institute.
This proposed committee would also address the peers’ criticism that ITS “lacks a
structural and systematic approach to regularly reflect on upcoming tourism trends
and market demands”.

ITS recognizes the importance of establishing a strict division of powers between the
various institutional bodies it is establishing in order to introduce proper higher
education structures within the Institute. The three committees/boards in question
are the BOS, the PQVB, and the IQAC. The powers and responsibilities of these three
bodies are under review or being drawn up (as per the Action Plan). A charter
establishing the IQAC has already been submitted and approved by the Board of
Governors. Another charter covering the role of the PQVB is also approved. A strict
division between operational, quality assurance and oversight roles is being adhered
to as required by the peers in the EQA report.

The peers noted that for a considerable number of educational programmes running
at ITS, two or more versions of curricula in many study fields are running at the same
time. The ITS BOS has approved the prospectus for 2015/2016 which addresses this
anomaly.
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4,

ITS is puzzled by the use of the word consistently when referring to the adoption of
ECTS/ECVET systems in its educational programmes. As stated by the peers
themselves, this is a work in progress and cannot be fully assessed at this stage. ITS
denies that it is applying ECTS/ECVET inconsistently.

Standard 4: Student-centred Learning, Teaching and Assessment

Student-centred learning, teaching and assessment: entities shall ensure that programmes are
delivered in a way that encourages students to take an active role in the learning process.

1.

2.

The Standard is partly met and needs improvement.

With the imminent appointment of a Head of Academic Studies, ITS expects to put in
place a formal system providing continuous professional development and
sabbaticals. ITS already offers several opportunities for continuous professional
development including Erasmus mobility for job shadowing or lecturing, apart from
participating in European projects and conferences.

ITS will use the results of the first survey of the different pedagogical approaches to
develop a more systematic approach for the mode of delivery and used pedagogical
methods. The evaluation of the applied teaching methods is already a part of the
internal evaluation of the programmes, because the delivery of teaching always has to
be linked to the intended learning outcomes.

The peers indicated that they are missing an assessment policy which outlines the
methods of assessment. A first information is already available in the Quality
Assurance Handbook and will be more elaborated.

Dealing with mitigating circumstances: this is already defined in the Quality Assurance
Handbook p. 123 and p. 129, but could also be elaborated in more detail.

As regards the ITS Virtual Learning Environment by the start of the coming academic
year ITS will:

e Establish an ICT committee, including both academics and administration;
e Draw up an official ICT policy;

e Increase in service training in the use of VLE and as well as e-learning
techniques and technologies for its academic staff;

e Ensure that eLearning is extensively integrated in its programmes.
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Standard 5: Student Admission, Progression, Recognition and Certification

Student admission, progression, recognition and certification: Entities shall consistently apply pre-
defined and published regulations covering all phases of the student ‘life-cycle’.

1.
2.

The Standard is partly fulfilled and needs further improvement.

In the EQA report, the peers “critically note that the published prospectus refers to
2014/2015” and “all dates mentioned for information sessions offer dates of 2014”.
The latest prospectus published by ITS at that point in time was actually the
2014/2015 one, and, logically all the information sessions offered were held prior to
the start of that academic year, that is October 2014.

With reference to the peers’ comments regarding the website, at that point in time
the website was under construction. Even so, educational programmes offered by
ITS have always been available and updated. ITS is now in the process of reviewing
its entire online operation. The peers criticized that information about the
programmes is not updated on the website and also not available publicly. The new
prospectus is already online and provides information about ITS and the study
programmes offered with its admission criteria, main course content and key
learning outcomes. Further information is provided by the ITS through public
information sessions and dates are documented in the new prospectus. The module
descriptions are already under revision and will be available on the website. To refer
only to the website for a general availability of documents and information seems to
be too one-sided. ITS also uses other information channels like TV spots, newspapers
and personal guidance. The prospectus gives a just first information about the
content and the learning outcomes as well as the fields of work for prospective
students.

The admission procedure at ITS is well elaborated, the interviews are a valuable tool
for the selection of students in the foundation level and helps also to correct
unrealistic ideas of students about the study programme and the later professional
life.

Improvements are needed in the use of the Student Information Tracking System
(SITS). To get data about student progression on time, further training and personnel
is required. The peers recommend the definition of key performance indicators.

Standard 6: Teaching Staff

Teaching staff: Entities shall assure the competence and effectiveness of their teaching staff.

1.
2.
3.

The Standard is partly fulfilled and needs further improvement.

ITS views the PQVB as a critical factor in its quality management system.

The Head of Academia will be crucial to assure the competence and effectiveness of
the teaching staff.
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Standard 7: Learning Resources and Student Support

Learning resources and student support: Entities shall have appropriate funding for their learning
and teaching activities and sufficient learning resources to fully support the students’ learning

experiences.

1. Standard is partly fulfilled, it needs improvement.

2. The study programmes can be run with the actual resources. ITS agrees that the
main campus in Malta needs upgrading (library, IT, updating of kitchens etc.). With
regards to the funding see comments on Standard 2.

Standard 8: Information Management

Information management: Entities shall ensure that they collect, analyse and use relevant infor-
mation for the effective management of their programmes and other activities.

1. Standard is partly fulfilled and needs improvement.

2. ITS has been using SITS for a number of years already. The Peers™ report gives the
impression that ITS is not using SITS. The actual situation is that ITS is not fully
utilising the SITS system. The ITS action plan contains an item which is intended to
tackle this problem.

Standard 9: Public Information

Public information: Entities shall publish information about their activities which is clear, accurate,
objective, up-to-date and readily accessible.

1. Standard is partly fulfilled, but needs improvement.

2. ITS recognizes the need to develop and launch an overall public relations and
branding exercise which would encompass a new pristine public image for the
Institute, all its publications, including the prospectus and the website, as well as
direct public relations. The following is our response to specific comments in EQA
report Standard 9:

e Website: The ITS website has just been replaced and is still in its early stages of
development- it is hoped it will be complete prior to the coming academic year.

e Prospectus: ITS disagrees with the comments regarding the prospectus. The ITS
prospectus at the time of the actual EQA was the latest issue. As to its content, ITS
feels it is fit for purpose as it contained nothing more or less than what is usually
contained in other institutions’ prospectuses.
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3.

e Perception of ITS as a Craft and Vocational school: ITS agrees with this
comment however during the actual EQA ITS pointed out that it is doing its utmost
, using the resources provided, to upgrade its educational programmes to the
required level. ITS hopes that with the launch of the rebranding exercise in the
coming academic year this misconception will be eliminated.

e Learning Outcomes: It should be noted that ITS programmes have been pegged to
the MQF level since 2007. Actually ITS was the first Higher Education institution to
become officially recognized by MQC (nowadays the NCFHE).

e Student Council: ITS find it very difficult to believe that the general student body
does not know that the student council exists bearing in mind that:

o the student council has its office right next to the canteen and is difficult to
ignore;

o The council organise various extracurricular activities including parties
also very well attended.

We acknowledge the fact that there has been widespread dissatisfaction among staff
members and students in past years - however, as was pointed out by ITS
management during the EQA meetings, the source of this dissatisfaction was
identified and removed prior to the EQA. As the EQA report itself points out, during
their audit of ITS, the peers noticed an encouraging display of positive expectation
with the appointment of the new executive director

Standard 10: On-going Monitoring and Periodic Review of Programmes

Ongoing monitoring and periodic review of programmes: entities shall implement the ‘Quality
Cycle’ by monitoring and periodically reviewing their programmes to ensure their continuing

fit- ness for purpose.

1.

ITS started the active development of an Internal Quality Assurance System in
September 2013. A draft Quality Assurance Handbook was released in November
2013 and a familiarization programme for ITS Management and staff was started in
January 2014. Unfortunately, due to changes in the BOG and at management level, the
entire process was delayed for a few months until in September 2015, the IQAC and
the PQVB were established. During 2015/16, formal Charters have established the
IQAC and PQVB and the Scientific Committee (aka Advisory Academic Committee as
mistakenly referred to by the EQA report) . It has to be stated that ITS has already
defined its processes for an on-going monitoring and periodic review of programmes.
Some elements are already implemented (Board of Studies and PQVB), while others
will be implemented in the near future.
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Annex: Review Panel Review Bio Notes

In the setting up of the review panel for the Institute of Tourism Studies, the NCFHE sought to
maintain a high degree of diligence in the process of selection of the members of Peer Review Panel.
The Panel sought to be composed of foreign high level specialists in quality assurance to act as
External Peers, professionals and practitioners of quality assurance frameworks, as well as students
who, prior to the audits, attended Training Seminar for Prospective Tertiary Education Student
Evaluators, acting as Student Peers.

The following bio notes present the profiles of the members of Peer Review Panel. The bio notes are
correct as at the time of when the EQA review was carried out (4t to 8th May 2015).

Head of Review Panel/External Peer: Dr Iring Wasser, External Peer

Dr Wasser is a managing director of Akkreditierungsagentur fiir Studienginge der
Ingenieurwissenschaften, der Informatik, der Naturwissenschaften und der Mathematik (ASIIN), a
Germany-based agency operating internationally. He is serving also as:

e the President of the Central and Eastern European Network for Quality Assurance;

e member of Board Directors of the International Network for Quality Assurance Agencies in
Higher Education (INQAAHE);

o the President of the European Alliance for Subject Specific and Professional Quality Assurance
(EASPA);

e Vice-President of European Quality Assurance Network for Informatics Education (EQANIE).

He is also the former President of European Network for Accreditation of Engineering Education
(ENAEE). Previously Dr. Wasser was an audit director in Australia and he worked at higher
education management.

External Peer: Dr Thomas Lichtenberg

Dr Lichtenberg is a Senior Research Consultant and a Project Manager in ASIIN responsible for
implementing national and international accreditation procedures, project management of primarily
evaluation projects and social studies funded by EU, World Bank and other donor organisations.

Previously, Dr Lichtenberg was a project manager at ICON - Institute Consulting Group as well as at
Walter Sisulu University, South Africa. He was also a lecturer at Eberswalde University for
Sustainable Development, Germany.

Student Peer: Ms Yanica Sant

Ms Sant graduated with a Second Upper in Bachelor of Laws in 2013 and is reading for the Doctor of
Laws (LL.D.) course at the Faculty of Laws at University of Malta. She was awarded a Notary Public
diploma in 2014. Besides Ms Sant was a legal trainee at Sciriha, Attard Montalto, Galea & Associates -
SAGA Juris and at Malta Gaming Authority.

She was also International Officer at Kunsill Studenti Universitarji (KSU), Public Relations Officer at
Malta University Sports Club and Ambassador for EU Careers for the University of Malta.
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Student Peer: Mr Gayle Lynn Callus

Mr Callus is currently reading for a Bachelor of European Studies with Communications (Hons) at the
Institute for European Studies, University of Malta. His professional is focused on business
development at Opes Limited. He works also as a Coordinator at IELS Malta - Institute of English
Language Studies.

Mr. Callus is involved in different student initiatives and project. He serves as the President of KSU
and a Council Member at University of Malta. Previously he was the Culture and Entertainment
Officer at KSU.

NCFHE Staff Member: Ms Angelique Grech

Ms Grech is the senior officer in charge of licensing and accreditation within the Quality Assurance
and Accreditation Unit at the NCFHE. She has been working with the NCFHE for the past 4 years.
Before joining the Quality Assurance and Accreditation Unit, she held the post as an Officer within
the Malta Qualifications Recognition Information Centre, where she has gained expertise on different
education systems and on the evaluation qualifications, in the context of the accredited providers
and programmes within various countries.

NCFHE Staff Member: Mr Adam Liwak

Mr Liwak is the officer in charge of quality assurance within the Quality Assurance and Accreditation
Unit at the NCFHE. Before joining the NCFHE, he coordinated data collection and analysis for a
Teaching Programme Review at the Department of Public Policy, University of Malta, being
undertaken at the Senate's request, working under the direction of the Departmental Steering
Committee.

Moreover Mr Liwak gained wide experience at the Department of European Funds and Regional
Development in the Capital City of Warsaw, Poland as well as at the Ministry of Infrastructure,
Poland.
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