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[bookmark: _GoBack]JOINT EXPERT REPORT ON ACCREDITATION OF STUDY DIRECTION AND STUDY PROGRAMME 
EUROPEAN DISTANCE UNIVERSITY COLLEGE (EDU), RIGA

The conclusion on accreditation is based on the following information sources:

· Self Evaluation Report (SER)
· the European Union directives and international agreements;
· the laws of the Republic of Latvia, the regulations of the Cabinet of Ministers, the requirements for regulated professions;
· the respective state standards for higher education and profession standards for professional study programmes;
· the Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in European Higher Education Field
· the joint report of experts from the previous evaluation of the programme
· Presentation by key staff and managers on the programme
· Meetings with staff
· Meeting with students 
· Meeting with industry representatives/employers
· Inspection of the facilities, course papers and other materials provided by EDU during the visit

	
The name, surname of the expert or experts (if a joint conclusion is made by the assessment commission)
	
Dr Alastair Forbes (Team Leader)
Dr Vija Daukšte 
Ms Marina Pankova
Mr Mikus Dubickis
Ms Santa Graikste




	
The name of the higher education institution or college

	
European Distance University College (EDU)



	
The name of the study direction
	
Hotel and restaurant services, tourism and recreation organisation




	
The study programmes corresponding to the study direction
	
Professional Bachelor’s degree in Tourism Management




	
The date of external assessment visit of the expert or experts (if a joint conclusion is made by the assessment commission)

	
22-23 October, 2015


I. Management of the Study Direction

	Evaluation
	2

	Justification
	Although the study direction is managed effectively, in particular by the Programme Director with oversight from the Senior Management Team, the College should define more clearly the roles of the various individuals and bodies mentioned in the SER. For example, the Programme Council, the Senate and the Methodology Committees. As there is no clear division of functions, it is unclear who takes responsibility for the content of the study programme, which makes development of the programme difficult.



	1. The observance of the democratic principles in the management of the study direction, clearly defined mutual relations of the administrative staff, academic staff and students.

	Evaluation
	2

	Justification
	The number of students involved in the study direction is small (52 at present), so the rather informal arrangements for their support have been sufficient so far. However, the distribution of responsibilities between members of academic and administrative staff was not made clear. The organisational structure in the SER made no reference to the role of students (a formal amendment was made during the evaluation visit). 

A student self-governance body is in place; they are interested in pursuing government work and activities, focusing on social activities. Academic staff are willing to help and readily available to students. Proposals by the student body for changes to the study process, technical improvements (lecture list, library, working time) are taken into account. 



2. The cooperation with other higher education institutions or colleges, scientific institutions, international organisations, the exchange of the academic staff and students with other higher education institutions or colleges abroad and in Latvia.

	Evaluation
	2

	Justification
	Since the last evaluation, the College has concluded cooperation agreements with a range of overseas Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) in Eastern Europe. This has led to a certain amount of staff and students mobility. Guest lectures by visiting academics have been organised, while members of the College’s staff (particularly the Programme Director for Tourism Management) have delivered lectures in partner institutions. However, students do not have the opportunity to acquire separate study modules, study courses or do traineeships in partner HEIs, either in Latvia or abroad. There are no joint study programmes in place. We did not assess the language skills of the academic staff to any extent; of those we met, some were able to speak English and others were not. We believe that they all speak Latvian and Russian and could thus implement a cooperative study programme in the latter language. Full student mobility across the European Union, however, is assured mainly by offering modules and courses in English, this being the EU’s most popular second language.




II. Scientific Research (Creative) Work of the Academic Staff and Students

	Evaluation
	1

	Justification
	The research profile of the staff in this study direction is weak, in that few members of the teaching team are actively engaged in research and those that are so engaged are not researching tourism. There is no opportunity, therefore, for staff research to underpin the teaching of specialist tourism topics. Students are not doing research (but they are only working at Bachelor’s level)



3. The involvement of the academic staff in scientific research (creative) work, the topicality of scientific research work themes and relation to the contents of the study direction and its respective study programmes, publishing of research works in internationally available and reviewed publications (at the exhibitions, displays, performances, etc.) or practical use, involvement in innovative activities. Linking of doctoral study programmes (if implemented) with respective grants or projects.

	Evaluation
	2

	Justification
	Scientific research work is not organically incorporated in the implementation of the study direction. Members of the student group we met were unaware of any research being undertaken by their tutors, or whether there was any research input into the curriculum. Few of the staff members are involved in research, and of these, most are undertaking research not directly contributing to the study direction. Publications are not in the main to be found in high-quality peer-reviewed journals. There was no evidence of scientific research, nor of academic staff involvement in conferences and projects in the particular study field (Tourism). Moreover, there is no system for undertaking applied research in cooperation with tourism organisations. However, funding is made available to staff to support publications and allow attendance at conferences. This shows that the College recognises the value of research to a certain extent, although it is not undertaken systematically and there are no plans for further development. 

For these reasons we can say that the criterion being evaluated is at a satisfactory level and complies with minimum requirements.



4. The student involvement in scientific research (creative) work, the relation of scientific research work themes to study aims and expected study results, student involvement in national and international research and creative (artistic) projects.

	Evaluation
	1

	Justification
	Students seem unaware of any link between scientific research and their study programme. They are not involved in research in any meaningful way. However, they are given the opportunity to make presentations at informal conferences organised by the HEI, and some have been able to travel to a similar conference held in Russia. It should also be remembered that the students are working at Bachelor’s level, and for that reason we judge their scientific/creative work to be broadly acceptable, even though the criterion that was evaluated was found not to comply with minimum standards. It may be that the standards should be reviewed to ensure that they are appropriate and realistic for students working at this level.




III. Resources and Provision of the Study Direction

5. The provision of the financial resources for the implementation of the study programmes corresponding to the study direction and the provision of the activity of students self-governance body, as well as for the provision of the academic staff research (creative) work. The control of the use of financial resources.

	Evaluation
	2

	Justification
	There seems to be sufficient funding available to support the operation of the study direction, although the basis on which funds are allocated is not clear. Given the decline in student numbers, the experts group asked the College management whether student fees were sufficient to support the study direction; we were assured that this was so. Many of the resources are shared with other programmes and other institutions co-located with the European Distance University College. However, the financial sustainability of this study direction must be at risk. It is also clear that the proportion of the total budget allocated to the students’ self-governance body is insufficient – by law it should be 0.5% of the total budget, which it is not. Most of the funding allocated to the self-governance body is spent on social events.



	6. The conformity of the qualification and professionalism of the academic staff to the implementation of the study direction.

	Evaluation
	1

	Justification
	The members of staff whose details are shown in the SER appear to be appropriately qualified for teaching at higher education level. However, only two of them hold qualifications directly related to the study direction (one at MBA and one at Bachelor’s level). Moreover, we found no evidence of any policy for continuing professional development of the staff. For example, it was not specified whether any funding would be made available to help a staff member achieve a doctoral degree or to take part in an academic course in the tourism subject area. We were advised that the pay of staff members with a doctorate was higher than that of those without, but that was all.



7. The methodological, informative (including library resources) and material technical provision of the study direction, its compliance with the regulated laws and regulations of the respective profession.

	Evaluation
	2

	Justification
	The general infrastructure and equipment available to the students, with respect to teaching rooms, computers, internet access, access to databases etc. is satisfactory or good; much of it is shared with students from the co-located institutions. There is an intranet and computer-based materials are made available to distance learning students. The main problem is the library, which has insufficient provision for the study direction. The book stock is small and dominated by Russian-language materials, which often reflect a different approach to economics, politics and law than would be appropriate in Latvia and other EU countries. There is no study space for students in the library. Although the librarian is helpful and databases are now available, we do not consider that the library resources are suitable for supporting a degree programme. The fact that library users can also make use of academic libraries in other HEIs does not excuse the EDU library’s obvious shortcomings. 

The languages of instruction are Latvian and Russian. Study materials are available in both languages (see also comments above regarding the prevalence of Russian language materials in the library).




IV. Quality Assurance and Guarantees

	Evaluation
	1

	Justification
	It was not clear from the SER that any sort of functioning quality assurance system was in place. However, in the course of the evaluation visit a quality assurance policy was produced for our scrutiny. This is rather vague in nature, although the existence of any sort of formal policy may be construed as an improvement on the previous position. 



	8. The annual discussions of positive and negative features, modifications, development opportunities and plans of the study programmes corresponding to the study direction, continuous activity of the internal self-assessment and quality improvement system. The compliance of the internal quality assurance system with the guideline requirements of the quality association.

	Evaluation
	1

	Justification
	There is very little about quality assurance in the SER, and although there is now a written policy it appears to have been published very recently. The policy itself is vague and lacks detail. Some evidence was provided to support the claim that the study direction is regularly reviewed to some extent. This evidence was supplied by the members of staff who attended a meeting with the panel of experts. They were asked about internal self-assessment. We were not shown any evidence of anti-plagiarism systems being used on work produced by the students in this study direction. In our opinion, the quality assurance system at EDU does not comply with European guidelines, hence the criterion evaluated is considered unsatisfactory.




V. Conclusion

9. The implementation of the recommendations and suggestions received during the previous study direction accreditation (if any)

	Evaluation
	2

	Justification
	Some of the recommendations made during the previous accreditation have been implemented: EDU has strengthened its overseas collaboration by signing a number of cooperation agreements. Some of these have helped with student and staff mobility. With respect to the voluntary and anonymous nature of student feedback on the programme, students may now opt out of the study course evaluation questionnaire. Other recommendations have not been met: there has been no strengthening of the focus on Health and Medical Tourism, which would have given the College the USP that it still lacks. Some effort has been made to involve the students in scientific research, but they still do not receive basic research methods training as part of their programme.



10. Suggestions

· Employ more staff with qualifications in the area of tourism
· Introduce a staff development/continuing professional development programme to give existing staff (not qualified in tourism) the requisite knowledge for the study direction
· Clarify and make explicit the roles and responsibilities of all individuals and bodies involved in the study direction
· Encourage relevant research (in the field of tourism) and introduce the students to research methods
· Implement a system for supporting research and produce a plan for research development
· Increase funding for the student self-governing body in line with government requirements and encourage students to represent their academic interests
· Improve the library in line with our observations
· Ensure that the quality assurance policy is fit for purpose and understood by all

11. Total evaluation of the study direction in points (from 9 to 36)

	Evaluation
	15

	Justification
	The recommendation of the Experts Group to the Accreditation Commission is that the Study Direction Hotel and restaurant services, tourism and recreation organisation in European Distance University college should not be accredited further.





Appendix to
the Conclusion of the Assessment Commission’s Expert or the Joint Conclusion of the Assessment Commission on the Evaluation of the Study Programme Corresponding to the Study Direction

Hotel and restaurant services, tourism and recreation organisation
(the name of the study direction)

Professional Bachelor’s degree in Tourism Management (42812)
(the name and code of the study programme corresponding to the study direction)


I. Aims and Tasks


	Evaluation
	1

	Justification
	Lack of strategic direction and focus for the programme.



1. The clarity, accessibility and provability of the study programme aims, tasks and study results. The compliance of the expected study results with the study contents and organisation. The conformity of the study programme contents and the degree, professional qualification or degree and professional qualification to be obtained to the name of the study programme.

	Evaluation
	1

	Justification
	There is insufficient field-related study in this programme; the proportion of tourism subjects has decreased and few staff members have the knowledge or experience to teach effectively in the specialised field. The subject descriptions are poor and do not reflect the dynamic nature of the tourism industry. For example, Basics of Tourism:  there were three different variants of this course presented, with different numbers of credit points and different literature, but in all of them the internet resources were out of date. In at least one version, the main text book was dated 1999. General Economics and Tourism Statistics had no links to tourism in the content (as well as no data bases on tourism in the list of literature). Marketing study course descriptions varied between languages and the literature was out of date for almost all the study courses.

We may conclude, therefore, that the system for reviewing and updating study course descriptions is not working properly. The professional standard requires Corporate Social Responsibility and this is not evidenced; neither is Commercial Law. There should also be obligatory study courses in environmental protection (critically important in the European Union) and on civil protection; the subject entitled ‘Environmental, Labour and Civil Protection’ is valued at a single credit point and cannot cover the required ground effectively. Engagement with tourism employers is mainly with respect to work placements, which are largely at a low level.

Learning outcomes were absent from the SER and were not provided during the visit. This means that the clarity, accessibility and provability of the study programme aims, tasks and results were impossible to determine effectively.




2. The conformity of the study programme to four main higher education aims (solving the tasks of personality, democratic society and scientific development, satisfaction of labour market requirements). The mutual coherence of the study strategies and aims within the framework of study programme. The future vision of studies, implementation of study strategies, taking into consideration the opinion of students, employers and professional organisations.

	Evaluation
	1

	Justification
	The study programme lacks focus. It is not clear whether the students are intended as future managers, business owners or technical employees; the programme does not prepare them for any of these roles. Nor does it prepare them to be teachers, lawyers or economists, although pedagogy, law and economics are features of the study programme. We cannot say, therefore, that the programme satisfies the needs of the labour market. The research into vacancies which is mentioned in the SER had an inappropriate focus – mainly on jobs that could be achieved after technical training rather than a Tourism Management degree (e.g. chefs, housekeepers). The students do not receive formal research methods instruction, which is necessary for scientific development. Students and employers do not appear to have expressed opinions as to the strategic direction of the programme. Employers should meet with the programme team on a regular basis.




II. Study Contents and Organisation


	Evaluation
	2

	Justification
	On the face of it, the programme contains suitable elements and will stand comparison with others elsewhere. However, in reality there are major issues associated with it. For example, even though the programme at EDU contains elements that appear to match those at other HEIs, in reality many of those elements lack the tourism focus that would be apparent on the other programmes. There is also a shortage of teaching staff with tourism qualifications and industry experience.



3. The conformity of the study contents to the aims and tasks of the study programme. The conformity of the study contents to the degree, degree and professional qualification or professional qualification to be obtained and the requirements of the qualification framework.

	Evaluation
	1

	Justification
	We believe that previously acquired informal education and professional experience may be recognised. However, the lack of a clear focus and purpose for the programme, and the shortage of tourism-specific subjects in the curriculum, means that in reality it does not meet our expectations for a tourism management professional degree (although it is better matched to general management standards). Work placement elements are linked in that they are located in tourism businesses. The study courses are not clear and many are not sufficiently applied; in some cases the published course contents are not fit for purpose (for example, the main set text for ‘Basics of Tourism’ dates from 1999). As previously mentioned, Corporate Social Responsibility is absent. Commercial Law should be included and there should be published criteria for the practice element.




4. The coherence of the study programmes and their separate parts with the requirements of the creation of the Latvian and European common education area, including the comparison of at least two study programmes of the European Union’s member states.

	Evaluation
	2

	Justification
	The required formal comparisons with other HEIs in the European Union have been made. However, in view of the deficiencies in the EDU programme, we do not accept that it is genuinely comparable with Tourism Management professional degrees elsewhere..



5. The qualification and professionalism of the academic staff.

	Evaluation
	2

	Justification
	While the academic staff are qualified to a suitable level (Masters or Doctoral degrees are held), few apart from the Programme Director have any academic or professional connection with tourism. Only two members of staff have tourism qualifications at degree level. Few staff are engaged in research, and of those that are, most are working in fields not directly related to the programme. Members of staff do attend conferences, including outside Latvia; we were unable to assess the quality of these owing to lack of evidence. As a group, the staff are not using their resources to best effect.




III. Studies and Knowledge Assessment


	Evaluation
	2

	Justification
	The physical resources for the delivery of the programme are of a satisfactory standard and student support is good, particularly for the small number of students who are studying full-time. The part-time (distance learning) students are more of a concern, both with respect to their support and to their assessment.



	6. The modern methods in the implementation of study programme, clear layout of the expected study results, problem solving, the use of computers, multimedia and internet.

	Evaluation
	2

	Justification
	The programme is implemented using modern methods, inasmuch as there are plenty of computers available and teaching rooms are suitably equipped, although they lack air conditioning. The course is available by distance learning (computer based). Attending students can probably develop the required skills, but there are questions regarding the distance learning students. These receive video lectures but have limited interaction with staff members and no opportunity for group work with other students. The assessment used in the distance learning programme is not suitable for developing problem solving skills. There are no clear requirements for distance learning students and their curriculum apparently differs from that of their full-time classmates. 

With regard to professional practice, as previously stated the work placements for the students are typically at a technical level. However, the evidence suggests that EDU places students in appropriate tourism organisations and supports them effectively when they are undertaking practice.



	7. Support to students, academic staff consultations, academic management and advancement of study motivation.

	Evaluation
	3

	Justification
	With respect to the full-time students, the evaluation could be 4. However, the distance learning students are supported much less, not only by the academic staff, but in formal links with their peers, with whom they could do formal collaborative work if they had the opportunity.



	8. The objectivity of the assessment methods of knowledge, skills and competence and their use in study process improvement (results of written exams or diploma papers to be reviewed during the visit). The clarity and accessibility of the evaluation standards and regulations of student achievements. The comparison of the student achievement level reviewed by the expert or assessment commission (during the visit) with the student achievement level defined to the study process.

	Evaluation
	2

	Justification
	Evaluation standards, rules and requirements are clear and accessible. The distance learning and full-time students` assessment methods are different. Members of the expert team evaluated work produced by some of the students and found the assessment of the full-time students to be satisfactory. We were given a demonstration of the distance learning materials, from which we gained the impression that the assessment of distance learning students’ knowledge, skills and competences is inadequate, relying heavily on over-simplistic on-line tests. These do not allow students to demonstrate any sort of deep knowledge and understanding. If the distance learning students undertake more in-depth course papers, we were not shown any evidence of this.

We are unable to comment on arrangements for the preparation and defence of final theses, since no students have undertaken this process as yet.


		

IV. Quality Assurance and Guarantees

9. The graduate possibilities (future perspectives) for successful settling into the labour market in accordance with the obtained degree or professional qualification.

	Evaluation
	1

	Justification
	There have been no graduates as yet. It is probable that students completing the course will get jobs of some sort (although part-time students will be employed already). However, students are not likely to obtain employment as tourism managers, if that is the aim, nor are they being adequately prepared to be entrepreneurs who might establish their own tourism business. The students will be unable to access the labour market in accordance with the stated aims of the degree. None of the employers we met had been involved in planning the programme (they merely employed students at junior levels as professional practice) and it does not appear that anyone connected with the programme is monitoring graduate employment trends or changes in tourism markets.



	10. The study continuation possibilities and financial guarantees in the event of study programme liquidation, reorganisation or other modifications.

	Evaluation
	1

	Justification
	The only possible contingency plan, in the event of liquidation of the programme, would be to transfer the students to Turība (an institution with which an agreement is in place). However, Turība does not offer its tourism programmes by distance learning. Some students are waiting to complete the EDU programme, so this is a matter of real concern.




V. Conclusion

11. The implementation of received recommendations and suggestions of the previous study direction accreditation (if there was one).
 
	Evaluation
	2

	Justification
	Some of the recommendations made during the previous accreditation have been implemented: EDU has strengthened its overseas collaboration by signing a number of cooperation agreements. Some of these have helped with student and staff mobility. With respect to the voluntary and anonymous nature of student feedback on the programme, students may now opt out of the study course evaluation questionnaire. Other recommendations have not been met: there has been no strengthening of the focus on Health and Medical Tourism, which would have given the College the USP that it still lacks. Some effort has been made to involve the students in scientific research, but they still do not receive basic research methods training as part of their programme.




12. The strong and weak points of the study programme.

	STRONG POINTS
	WEAK POINTS

	Enthusiasm and positive attitude of Programme Director and teaching staff
	Lack of focus in the development, review and delivery of the programme

	Involvement of industry professionals in work placement elements
	Limited involvement of employers in programme

	Commitment to flexible delivery (distance learning) to meet diverse students’ needs
	Shortage of teaching staff with tourism qualifications and industry experience

	Active links with HEIs abroad
	Quality, number and currency of tourism modules

	
	Comparability of full-time and distance learning programme with respect to curriculum and quality of assessment

	
	Non-compliance with the professional standard

	
	Limited cooperation with external stakeholders

	
	Limited student mobility






13. Suggestions provided by the experts and assessment commission.

We do not believe that the Tourism Management programme is fit for purpose in its current state. As it is the only programme in the study direction, we do not believe that the study direction is sustainable at EDU. We are very concerned for the students, especially those waiting to graduate, and urge all involved with the programme to make suitable arrangements for them without delay.

The recommendation of the Experts Group to the Accreditation Commission is that the Study Programme entitled Professional Bachelor’s degree in Tourism Management (42812) should not be realised further.

	
	Bridport, UK, 10 November 2015
	Dr Alastair Forbes
(Expert Group Leader)
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	(name)
	(signature)
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