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Internal Evaluation Quality Assurance: Peer Review Group Report

Faculty of Theology, Pontifical University, 

St. Patrick’s College, Maynooth

1. Introduction

The Peer Review Group visited the Faculty of Theology, Pontifical University, St. Patrick’s College, Maynooth, from April 28th- 30th, 2013.  The members of the group were:

Dr. Anna Abram, Heythrop College, London

Rev. Dr. Peter McGrail, Liverpool Hope University

Dr. Ethna Regan CHF, Mater Dei Institute, Dublin City University (Chair)

Rev. Dr. Gerard Whelan SJ, Gregorian University, Rome (partial review)

2. Comments on the Self-Evaluation Report 

The Review Team gave careful consideration to the Self-Evaluation Report (SER) in advance of the site visit. The SER was well-prepared and comprehensive, reflective of consultation with staff and inclusive of feedback from an undergraduate quality review questionnaire. It contains ten chapters (110 pages) evaluating the assurance and enhancement of quality of its teaching, learning, research, governance, management and services. 

Chapter One outlines the history, mission and vision of the faculty. It also contains a very helpful summary of a survey of nine full-time members of the faculty in relation to the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats (SWOT) of the faculty. Chapter Two presents an overview of issues related to teaching, learning and assessment. Particular attention is paid in this chapter to key developments since the 2007 Quality Review, the first formal Quality Review by the faculty. This review followed the guidelines used by Irish Universities and, in particular, by the National University of Ireland, Maynooth (NUIM), and resulted in the publication of an External Quality Review Report.  This second chapter of the SER makes clear which recommendations from the 2007 Quality Review were implemented and which are still in the process of being implemented. Student feedback on matters related to teaching, learning and assessment is included in this chapter. Chapter Three presents a description and evaluation of issues related to governance, management and academic administration of the faculty. The chapter includes staff feedback which expresses concerns about governance of the faculty and feedback from both staff and students in relation to academic administration.  The fourth chapter discusses research and scholarship, a discussion which emphasises the evident strength of the presence of the complete range of theological disciplines in this faculty and includes staff feedback expressing concern about the lack of sufficient incentives to engage in research and publication. Chapter Five evaluates the faculty in terms of resources, services and finance, and provides staff and student feedback on these issues. The issue of future funding of the faculty emerged as a major staff concern.

International relations with other third-level institutions and the Erasmus programme are outlined in the sixth chapter. Chapter Seven addresses the three components of Quality Assurance in St. Patrick’s College: faculty structures for on-going quality assurance, consultation with the Quality Promotion Office of NUI Maynooth, and the Congregation for Catholic Education and the Holy See’s Agency for the Evaluation and Promotion of Quality in Ecclesiastical Faculties (AVEPRO).  Particular attention is given to the considerable progress made in implementing the 2007 Quality Review. Staff evaluation of quality assurance includes the expression of a desire that on-going training and development become more integral to the life of the faculty. Student statistics for 2007-2012 are provided in Chapter Eight and the chapter concludes with observations related to student recruitment and retention. Chapter Nine, ‘Faculty Strategy Proposals 2013-18’, presents the principal strategic objectives of the Faculty of Theology, proposals that build constructively on the results of the SWOT survey and other feedback.  The final chapter records the research, publications and service to academic and wider community by staff of the Faculty of Theology. 

We commend the Quality Review Committee for the breadth and depth of the Self-Evaluation Report. The congruence between the content of the SER and what we heard and observed on the site visit is a testimony to the integrity of the Self-Evaluation Report of the Faculty of Theology.

3. Site Visit

The site visit took place over a period of two days. One of the reviewers was present for just one half day of the two-day site-visit. Having studied the Self-Evaluation Report in advance, together with the Kalendarium (the annual publication of Saint Patrick's College, Maynooth, which provides information on the current year in the College) and other accompanying material, the site visit enabled us to clarify and verify the details of this report. We had meetings with the President, Registrar and Bursar and also met individually with sixteen members of the teaching staff, including the Dean. We met the Quality Review Coordinating Committee and had a plenary meeting with Heads of Departments. Some staff gave us a written copy of the points they raised in meeting with us. We had a meeting with the Admissions Officer and with staff in the Theology Office. Three meetings were held with students: one with the Bachelor of Divinity (BD) students, a second with the Bachelor of Theology and Arts (BATh) and Bachelor of Theology (BTh) students, and a third with Postgraduate and Research students.  We were given a guided tour of the historic Russell Library and are grateful to the staff there for this. We also visited the John Paul II Library and a helpful tour of the theology section was given by the subject librarian. We were also shown classrooms and other facilities available to the students.

We would like to record our thanks to senior management, teaching and administrative staff, and to undergraduate and postgraduate students, for their contributions.  The atmosphere during the site visit was one of openness, honesty and hospitality. The visit enabled us to confirm the Faculty of Theology’s strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats as outlined in the Self-Evaluation Report. In general, there was an admirable congruence between the self-evaluation of the Faculty of Theology in Maynooth and our observations based on the meetings and discussions during the site visit. 

4. Current Situation of the Faculty 

St Patrick’s College, Maynooth, was founded in 1795 as a seminary for the education of priests.  Its curriculum included not only theology and philosophy, but also courses in the humanities and sciences. Since 1896, it has been a University Institution with Pontifical Faculties of Theology, Canon Law and Philosophy.  St. Patrick’s College, Maynooth, is constituted by the Pontifical University and the National Seminary and shares a campus with the National University of Ireland, Maynooth (NUIM). In Maynooth, therefore, there are two independent universities who have a unique relationship that springs from a shared heritage and tradition, co-located on a campus that is rich in history and culture. They also share a fine library and a multiplicity of services and facilities.  St. Patrick’s College occupies a unique position in higher education in Ireland and there is no similarly positioned faculty of Theology in Britain. The uniqueness of St. Patrick’s College is due, firstly, to its identity as a pontifical university in close relationship with a secular university and, secondly, to its capacity to offer the full range of principal theological disciplines: systematic theology, moral theology, scripture, canon law, ecclesiastical history, liturgical studies, pastoral theology, sacred music, theological languages. 

The Faculty of Theology within St. Patrick’s College, promotes theological teaching and research in accordance with the principles and norms outlined in the Apostolic Constitution Sapientia Christiana and the Apostolic Exhortation Pastores Dabo Vobis. All the degrees awarded by the faculty are Pontifical degrees.  Since 2011, the majority of the academic awards conferred by the Faculty of Theology were approved by the National Qualifications Authority of Ireland (NFQAI) for listing on the National Qualifications Framework (NFQ). This recognition by the Irish state
 of the quality of academic programmes taught in the Faculty of Theology was a significant development, confirming for students, other educational institutions, and employers that the educational standards at St. Patrick’s College are comparable to similar awards at the same level in the Irish State and elsewhere. 

Faculty Mission

The principal aims of the Pontifical University’s Faculty of Theology, articulated in its mission statement, are:

· Achieving the highest standards at undergraduate and postgraduate levels in Systematic Theology, Moral Theology, Sacred Scripture, Philosophy, Canon Law, Liturgical Studies, Ecclesiastical History & Patrology, Mission Studies and Pastoral Studies
· Equipping students with the required academic formation for ministry and the civil position or profession that they are likely to follow
· Promoting excellence and innovation in teaching, research and publication that respond to contemporary developments in ecumenical, inter-religious and cultural dialogue in an increasingly complex and diverse Irish society
· Broadening access in higher and continuing education through inter-disciplinary and focused programmes that meet contemporary needs
· Creating a supportive, learning and reflective environment, equipped with the best structures and resources available, to enable the academic, spiritual and human development of the student in an atmosphere which respects diversity and difference
· Consistent with these aims, the Faculty of Theology is dedicated to promoting principles of good practice across the spectrum of its work. Implicit in this is the provision of a working environment which enables students and members of staff to achieve their full potential.  

Faculty Vision

The principal strategic aims of the Faculty of Theology, as outlined in the Self-Evaluation Report, are:

· Securing a viable place in the current third level education landscape in Ireland
· Adapting programmes to meet rapidly changing and specific vocational and professional requirements

· Responding to the challenging and diversifying student profile

· Developing new collaborations with other theological faculties and Catholic universities around Ireland and abroad
· Continuing to be an attractive and desirable place to study, teach and research theology
· Making a meaningful and relevant contribution to the mission of the Church and society
· Meeting best practice, standards and procedures at national and international level in relation to third level education
· Remaining faithful to what is best and distinctive in its own recognised academic tradition and identity 

The current review of the Faculty of Theology is distinct in that it marks the first-cycle Quality Review in line with the Internal Evaluation Quality Assurance Guidelines for Ecclesiastical Universities and Faculties issued by the Holy See’s Agency for the Evaluation and Promotion of Quality in Ecclesiastical Faculties (AVEPRO) and is also the second-cycle Quality Review in the Irish University context. This undertaking is evidence of a strong commitment to on-going review of its work by St. Patrick’s College and to the continuance of its role in contributing to a viable future for theology in Ireland. The honest and realistic appraisal of the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats concerning the Faculty of Theology found in the SER was echoed in the conversations and meetings we had with staff and students during the site-visit. We hope that our commendations and recommendations build on this appraisal so that the principal aims and strategic objectives of the faculty, outlined above, can be achieved. 

5. Commendations and Recommendations

This Faculty of Theology, with its university and canonical status, is a rich resource for the mission of the church in Ireland and an academic institution of high quality theological education that can make a wider contribution to culture and society. Our commendations are many and substantive. Although there is a spirit of collegiality and openness amongst the staff, in our meetings during the site visit we encountered differences of emphasis and some significant differences of opinion among staff, for example, in regard to perceived tensions in the relationship between the National Seminary and the Pontifical University and whether the structures of the Faculty of Theology adequately reflect the academic concerns of a university faculty rather than those of a seminary.  Nonetheless the recommendations expressed in this Peer Review Group Report reflect a clear set of common concerns that emerged in the course of our meetings and discussions. 

It is worth emphasizing that this review is taking place during a period of significant change conditioned by both factors internal to the Catholic community and by external factors in the field of higher education in Ireland. In light of this changing scenario for the Faculty of Theology in Maynooth, we offer some commendations and recommendations for the way forward. Our commendations and recommendations fall into four broad categories:

· Mission, Governance and Strategic Planning (Section 6)
· Processes for Quality Assurance (Section 7)
· Academic Delivery (Section 8)
· Developing a Research Culture and Community (Section 9)

6. Mission, Governance and Strategic Planning

We commend the spirit of collaboration and commitment which is clearly evident among the staff of the Faculty of Theology. There is manifest seriousness about lived faith, together with an awareness of the challenges related to teaching theology in the contemporary world, particularly those raised by the changing cultural, economic, social and religious contexts in Ireland. St. Patrick’s College, Maynooth is constituted by both the Pontifical University and the National Seminary, a single body politic, with missions both shared and distinct. It is clear that, notwithstanding some tensions in the relationship between the Pontifical University and the National Seminary, staff in the Faculty of Theology are committed to the best interests of both constituents of St. Patrick’s College. 

Through examining the Self-Evaluation Report and meeting with staff of the Faculty of Theology, it became very evident that the way ahead must include the organic development of a closer relationship with NUIM, whilst safeguarding the independence and particular character of the Pontifical University.  In May 2012, the SPCM-NUIM Working Group on Inter-Institutional Academic Relationships identified the current and potential academic collaborations. The potential academic collaborations included joint-degree recognition at undergraduate level, theology becoming a first arts subject or a subject within the modular NUIM system, and the development of interdisciplinary postgraduate programmes. The SPCM-NUIM Working Group also assessed the advantages and disadvantages of closer collaboration. The advantages include greater diversity of module and programme choices, with the consequent benefits for students and institutions. The disadvantages include some loss of independence of action for both institutions and potential confusion in relation to identity and ethos. It would appear to us that the challenges involved, from the perspective of St. Patrick’s College, have been faced by ecclesiastical faculties of theology in other places and that a closer relationship with NUIM can be negotiated that is mutually enriching and respectful of issues of identity and ethos.

The future governance of the Faculty of Theology and strategic planning are intimately linked. This matter takes on a particular urgency in light of the principal strategic aims of the faculty including securing a viable place in the current third level education landscape in Ireland and making a meaningful and relevant contribution to the mission of the Church and society.

Our principal recommendation in this area is that high priority be given to the creation of a collaborative strategic planning body that draws upon the Trustees, academic and administrative staff, with appropriate NUIM, SPCM student, and external representation. The purpose of this body would be to develop a strategic plan for the governance and academic development of the Faculty of Theology. We heartily recommend that this body consult as widely as possible in forming its decisions towards a strategic plan and further recommend that this plan be presented to the Trustees in a period of no longer than two years hence. 

The rapidly changing context that such a collaborative strategic planning body would need to engage with raises issues in a number of areas of administration which we recommend for consideration: 

a) The establishment of a governing authority for the Faculty of Theology, answerable to the Trustees but with a specific mandate in relation to the academic matters of the faculty and to the development of a closer relationship with NUIM

b) Developing and piloting a jointly-accredited SPCM-NUIM programme, identified already as a potential academic collaboration in the Report of the SPCM-NUIM Working Group on Inter-Institutional Academic Relationships
c) Enhancing structures internal to the faculty to better facilitate communication, line management and delivery of programmes. An administration audit might be helpful in achieving this enhancement.  
d) Aligning the role of the Academic Dean of the Faculty of Theology more closely to his or her counterparts in a Faculty of the NUIM, as part of the above-mentioned enhancement of structures in the faculty
e) Building on work already underway with the Human Resources Office in NUIM in order to develop job descriptions and role specifications
f)  Planning financially for the appointment of more lay theologians, with appropriate attention to gender balance, and clarifying processes around the advertisement and appointment of staff where there is a perceived lack of transparency. We commend the recent wider public advertising of academic posts which enhances the public profile of the faculty and enables the development of greater transparency in relation to appointments.
g) Reviewing advertising, student recruitment and marketing policy, including the role that the SPCM website can play in recruitment and development.

7. Quality Assurance Processes 

There is evidence of multiple indicators of high quality teaching in the Faculty of Theology, including research-led teaching by many members of staff, the redesign of the theology curriculum in the BATh, and the alignment of undergraduate programmes with the National Qualifications Framework.  There is widespread good practice in terms of systems and procedures related to teaching and learning, some examples being, a review of the modes of assessment on undergraduate programmes and an annual review of all programmes. We commend, in particular, the appointment of a Student Mentor who meets with students, particularly first years, to resolve any difficulties with courses and assist them with issues of transition to third level education.  This is an important initiative that addresses the strategic objective of responding to the changing and diversifying student profile.

The commitment and professional integrity of both academic and administrative staff are key to the success of this faculty. Particular mention must be made of the commitment of administrative staff, including staff in the Theology Office, to the smooth running of the faculty and to the recruitment of students.  We also note the flexible and imaginative approach taken in developing affiliated programmes and the inter-institutional consultation engaged in by the Director of these programmes to ensure reputational integrity. We again commend staff on the quality of the Self-Evaluation Report and, in particular, the ways in which the recommendations of the 2007 Quality Review have been implemented or are in the process of being implemented. 

We recommend that a number of steps could be taken further to enhance this vital area of quality assurance. These steps include:

a) An examination of workload models to address concerns expressed by teaching staff about discrepancies and inequalities in workload distribution
b) Addressing under-resourcing in the Theology Office
c) Consideration of developing an annual appraisal process for staff
d) Formalizing induction processes for all staff, academic and administrative. Occasional staff should also be offered some appropriate induction.
e) The inclusion of all teaching staff who are involved in setting papers and marking examinations at the relevant exam board meeting
f) Clarification of the process for validation or accreditation of new postgraduate programmes
g) Allowing the Director of Affiliated Programmes sufficient time to develop policies that will ensure the maintenance of quality assurance on these programmes
h) Exploration of the desirability of internal second marking
i) Student representation on appropriate faculty boards
j) Addressing student concerns about some inconsistency in timing and kind of feedback
k) Developing a student attendance policy
l) Extension of module evaluation by students to all modules
8. Academic Delivery

The teaching in the Faculty of Theology is, overall, of a high quality and grounded in scholarship. Our opinion of this matter was reinforced in our meetings with undergraduate and postgraduate students. As educators ourselves, we were able to appreciate the sincerity of their regard for the quality of teaching, learning and research that they experience in the faculty. The students clearly recognize both the academic expertise and the pedagogical commitment of the staff.  They appreciate the flexibility of staff availability to students for consultation on matters related to teaching and research. While issues were raised by the students regarding some lack of clarity in relation to weighting of assessments and inconsistencies in relation to quality of tutorials and availability of feedback, overall there is an appropriate balance between different modes and styles of the delivery of programmes.  

Important progress has been made since the last quality review in 2007, as evidenced in the report that we received and in the conversations with staff and students.  We commend, in particular, the significant work done by the Undergraduate Board and by other teaching staff in implementing the recommendations related to the BATh and BTh. The substantial problem identified in the previous review has been successfully resolved. There is also evidence of successful and appropriate integration of seminarians and lay students in pastoral training. The faculty has responded constructively and creatively to a changed postgraduate funding regime nationally by developing a new one-year taught Masters programme and is considering such a taught programme in other areas of theology. 

The Kalendarium, which provides information on the current year in the College, is particularly helpful for students. Through the partnership with NUIM, the availability to students and staff of high quality learning resources and research material, especially library facilities, greatly enhances the teaching, learning and research experience for students in the faculty. The delivery of programmes is indicative of a student-oriented approach at every level of students’ learning experience.

To further enhance the academic quality of programmes we recommend the faculty consider the following: 

a) Expanding the contribution of the Centre for Faith and Culture to undergraduate and postgraduate teaching. The work of this centre is of particular relevance to the teaching of theology in contemporary Ireland.
b) A minority of undergraduate students raised the question of studying theology in a confessional context. They said that there was insufficient consideration of students who don’t have a Catholic background. While we consider that the faculty is both confident of the tradition in which its theology is rooted and open to students who come from other traditions, the changing context of the faculty may necessitate making more explicit already existing ecumenical perspectives and the commitment to dialogue with the secular. This would further the faculty’s strategic aim of responding to the challenging and diversifying student profile.
c) Providing training for postgraduate students who act as tutors for undergraduate students. Notwithstanding the high quality of classroom teaching, concerns were raised about the consistency of quality of such tutorials. Such training might include pedagogy for small groups.
d) Exploring the extension of the range of assessment methods and revisit the relative weighting of assessments
9. Research Culture and Community

There is a commitment to high quality research by many members of staff in the faculty, as evidenced in publications, conferences and two quality in-house journals. Particular mention must be made of the internationally recognized Irish Theological Quarterly and staff of the faculty should be encouraged to contribute to this peer-reviewed journal. The commitment to research is reflected in the growing and dynamic community of research students.  The breadth of the theological disciplines available in the faculty makes it a potentially fertile place for interdisciplinary theological research. We believe, therefore, that there is real potential for the development of a centre for research in theology of international excellence in Maynooth.  The consideration of such a centre could be part of the strategic planning by the recommended collaborative strategic body.  To further enhance the research community and culture, we recommend that consideration be given to:

a) Building on the existing commitment to research by developing a research culture wherein research is seen not only as the output of an individual member of staff but as an enhancement of the research profile of SPCM and an enrichment of teaching

b) Encouraging all staff in the faculty to develop research-led teaching, noting that encouragement to publish needs to be accompanied by an examination of workload distribution

c) The establishment of a research committee that could deal with research proposals and issues of research ethics

d) Appropriate scrutiny of ethical considerations relating to empirical research

e) The codification and publication to students of a Code of Practice that outlines expectations relating to both research students and supervisors

f) Induction for research students, training in research methodology and academic writing, and career guidance

g) Annual review of research progress, supported by a comprehensive log of supervision sessions
h) Clarification of the process for submission of the research proposal
i) Revisiting the procedures for the examination of the DD 

j) Extension of existing good practice in postgraduate seminars for all postgraduate and research students

10. Conclusion

We offer these comments, commendations and recommendations in a spirit of respect and partnership. Some of the recommendations are achievable in the short term. The long term recommendations relate to goals that can be achieved organically and it is evident that the seeds have already been sown. We wish to express our thanks to St. Patrick’s College for inviting us to be part of this Quality Review of the Faculty of Theology. It has been a privilege to engage with a faculty that has a dynamic and living tradition of theology which, we believe, has a future and important role to play in church and society in Ireland, and beyond.

Dr. Ethna Regan 

Dr. Anna Abram

 Dr. Peter McGrail 

