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●
Given the fast pace of change in higher
education, it seems inappropriate to talk about
the dawning millennium heralding a new era

in learning and teaching. However, the publication of
the Dearing Report in 1997 crystallized an agenda that
has led to the proposal of significant changes in the way
that higher education is accountable to its funding body.
Amongst those proposals, the idea of benchmarking has
attracted considerable attention. As the Biosciences
Benchmarking Panel begins its work in May 2000, it is
timely to consider the likely impact of this proposal on
the teaching of microbiology over the next few years.

● Benchmarking and Dearing
When the National Committee of Inquiry into Higher
Education published its findings in July 1997, tucked
away in a section on qualifications and standards was a
recommendation that the Quality Assurance Agency
(QAA) should set up ‘small expert teams to provide
benchmark information on standards, in particular threshold
standards, operating within the framework of qualifications,
and completing the task by 2000’. The committee made 
this recommendation because they considered that 
the current system of establishing and maintaining
academic standards through the external examiner was
no longer adequate in a continually expanding and
diversifying system of higher education.

● A new approach to quality assurance
In October 1998, the QAA set out the new quality
assurance framework that will be adopted across the
sector after its current audit programme comes to an end
in 2001. Central to the new approach are the notions of:

Qualifications Framework – where all qualifications
offered can be mapped on to a national framework, 
so ensuring consistency of titles and levels

Programme Specification – where institutions are
required to set down the intended outcomes of each
programme

Codes of Practice – specifying good practice in a
number of areas relating to the support of student
learning and maintenance of academic standards

● Subject Benchmark Standards
The aim of a Subject Benchmark Standard is ‘to set agreed
national standards in each subject’. During the consultation
period for the new approach, many institutions raised
practical and philosophical objections to this proposal.
Fears were expressed that benchmarking would be
overbearing and prescriptive and inevitably lead 
to a national curriculum for higher education.
Alternatively, the benchmarks would be so general as to
be practically useless. In addition, there were concerns
about the ability of any group to set national

requirements in subjects that are interdisciplinary or
multidisciplinary. Institutions with specific mission
statements were concerned that the ability to focus 
their provision to that mission would be lost. Modular
structures, with the opportunity for students to combine
subjects, take a major or minor route, study a general
programme or become highly specialized also pose a
significant challenge to the concept. However, the QAA
concluded that support for the notion of benchmarking
from employers and students was overwhelming and
public concern that the transition to mass higher
education had resulted in the lowering of standards must
be addressed. QAA argued that subject benchmarking
could potentially answer these concerns and fears.

● Pilot studies
Pilot studies into the usefulness of subject benchmarks in
assessing quality are underway. Three subjects were
chosen to provide initial subject benchmarks: chemistry,
history and law. The draft statements are published and
are now being used in trials of the new quality assurance
method (mainly in Scotland and Wales). Each group
worked independently with a broad remit and therefore
each statement is quite different. Most significantly, 
each group chose to define its benchmark level in a
different way; one at a threshold level, one at the level
likely to be attained by a typical student and the other 
at a level required for progression on to a professional
qualification. Perhaps of most interest to micro-
biologists are the draft benchmark standards for
chemistry. This document has four components:

■ a statement of what the main aims of a degree
programme in chemistry should be; 
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■ a statement of the subject knowledge with which all
students should be conversant; 

■ a statement of the skills and abilities that students are
expected to develop (these include chemistry-related
cognitive skills and abilities, chemistry-related
practical skills and transferable skills); 

■ a statement about the methods of assessment that
should be used with defined performance criteria. 

The draft statement suggests that the benchmark
standards contained within it are applicable to all broadly
based specialist programmes in chemistry as well as
programmes in specialist applications of chemistry and
those that have chemistry as a major component.
However, it acknowledges that further work remains to
be done to address joint honours and multidisciplinary
programmes with chemistry components. 

Whilst it might seem improbable that a group of
academics could agree on a list of contents that should be
covered by all students in a certain subject, this task is
relatively easy compared with agreeing a common
interpretation of the standards set. Commissioned by the
Higher Education Quality Council (a forerunner of the
QAA), Manz Yorke and co-workers studied the
feasibility of benchmarking academic standards in three
subject areas: history, computer studies and business
studies. Seven post-1992 universities with modular
curricula took part in the study. Modules were selected
with broadly similar academic demands and were
compared for similarities in a range of areas, including
methods of delivery, assessment and profile of student
achievement. The study report focuses on the
equivalence of the standards expected of the students 
and the equivalence of the standards they actually
achieved. Amongst extensive findings, the group
showed evidence of variability in assessment demands 
as well as in students’ achievement. The report suggests
that it is a matter of debate as to whether this represents a
variability in actual intellectual demand. In conclusion,
the authors argue that the evidence of the study is
sufficient to throw doubt on the viability of an approach
that attempted to set standards through simplistic
statements. The report suggests that it is through
discussion and exemplification that these standards and
criteria can become meaningful. Perhaps this can be
compared to the practice of using assessment criteria in
grading students’ work. We all use criteria to reach a
judgement but if we really felt that these criteria gave
rise to a completely objective grading mechanism then
none of us would bother with anonymous marking,
second marking or moderation.

● Benchmarking for microbiology?
How is microbiology to be affected by these develop-
ments? A Quality and Standards in Higher Education
Biological Sciences Forum met in Autumn 1999 with a

secretariat provided by The Institute of Biology. The
Forum Group comprised representatives from Heads of
University Biological Sciences departments (HUBS),
UKLSC, UKNCM and other individual learned
societies. This group consulted with QAA on what was
required of the benchmarking panel and advertised via
HUBS for members of the panel to be nominated or to
self-nominate. The group is currently sifting those
applications to produce the panel which will start work
in May 2000. The panel has been charged with setting a
subject benchmark standard for ‘biosciences’ – the
designated standard subject unit. This panel will include
representatives from all of the major subject groupings,
and all types of higher education establishment within
the bioscience category. They will produce a draft bench-
marking document for comment by the bioscience
community. 

The challenges for this panel are enormous. This
subject benchmark standard will need to apply to all
programmes that fall into the specified category of
bioscience. Can they apply to a range including general
microbiology degrees, applied microbiology degrees or
to programmes in such disparate areas as ecology,
physiology, zoology, molecular genetics, plant science
and biochemistry? Can they cover a range of general and
applied biological sciences programmes across the sector
and programmes where biology is a major or minor
component studied with another subject? Within the
current benchmarking framework, the answer to these
questions has to be ‘yes’. It may be that, due to the
necessarily generic nature of biosciences benchmarking,
we will be required to produce more subject-specific
benchmarks in future. Some academics are already
arguing that far from representing the prescriptive
‘national curriculum’ that was feared, the biosciences
benchmarking process may have to be so broad as to 
have little impact on the way in which bioscience degrees
are taught. The outcomes will only be seen when the
benchmarking document is produced and in use.

There seems little doubt that such QA processes will
continue to shape learning and teaching in microbiology
for the opening years of the millennium. We all need to
become involved in this process, to look for ways to make
it workable and be brave enough to look for alternatives 
if it does not.
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