Decision of the Accreditation Commission of AQAS

on the study programme

“Tourism- and Hospitality Management” (B.A.)

offered by the Sultan Qaboos University (Sultanate of Oman)

Based on the report of the expert panel and the discussions of the Accreditation Commis-
sion in its 64. meeting on 22./23. August 2016, the Accreditation Commission decides:

1.

The study programme “Tourism and Hospitality Management” (Bachelor of Arts) offered
by Sultan Qaboos University (Sultanate of Oman) is accredited according to the AQAS cri-
teria for Programme Accreditation.

The accreditation is conditional.

The study programme essentially complies with the requirements defined by the criteria and
thus the Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the European Higher Education
Area (ESG) and the European Qualifications Framework (EQF) in their current version. The
required adjustments can be implemented within a time period of nine months.

The condition has to be fulfilled. The fulfilment of the condition has to be documented and
reported to AQAS no later than 31. May 2017.

The accreditation is given for the period of five years and is valid until 30. September 2021.

Condition:

1.

The academic character of the programme as well as elements of the curriculum developing
scientific qualifications in management, methodology, and academic working skills have to be
strengthened in order to ensure that the Bachelor level of the EQF is fully met.

The condition is given based on the expert's assessment, as the Accreditation Commission
concludes that the criterion “Quality of the Curriculum” is only partially met.

The following recommendations are given for further improvement of the programme:

1.
2.

The role of students in the quality assurance processes should be strengthened.

The Department should make use of existing structures and support academic mobility of
students on a practical level by entering into agreements with other Universities and/or De-
partments.

With regard to the reasons for this decision the Accreditation Commission refers to the attached
assessment report.
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1. Preamble

AQAS — Agency for Quality Assurance through Accreditation of Study Programmes — is an
independent non-profit organisation, supported by more than 85 member institutions, both
higher education institutions (HEIs) and academic associations. Since 2002, the agency has
been accredited by the German Accreditation Council (GAC). It is therefore a notified body for
accreditation of higher education institutions and programmes in Germany.

AQAS is a full member of ENQA and also listed in the European Quality Assurance Register for
Higher Education (EQAR) which confirms that our procedures comply with the Standards and
Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the European Higher Education Area (ESG), on which all
Bologna countries agreed as a basis for internal and external quality assurance.

AQAS is an institution founded by and working for higher education institutions and academic
associations. The agency is devoted to quality assurance and quality development of both aca-
demic studies and teaching in Higher Education Institutions. The activities of AQAS in accredita-
tion are neither restrained to specific academic disciplines or degrees nor to a certain type of
Higher Education Institution.

2. Introduction

This report results from the external review of the Bachelor programme in Tourism and Hospitality
Management offered by the College of Arts and Social Science (CASS), Sultan Qaboos
University, Oman.

The programme is checked against a set of criteria for programme accreditation developed by
AQAS. The criteria are based on the Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the Eu-
ropean Higher Education Area (ESG) 2015. To facilitate the review each criteria features a set of
indicators that can be used to demonstrate the fulfilment of the criteria.

The University produced a Self Evaluation Report (SER). The accreditation procedure was offi-
cially initialised by a decision of the AQAS Accreditation Commission on 22./23.02.2016. The
Accreditation Commission nominated the before mentioned expert panel and the University did
not raise any concerns against the composition of the panel.

After a review of the Self Evaluation Report, from 17th to 19th April 2016 a site visit to the Univer-
sity took place. On site, the experts interviewed different stakeholders in separate discussions
and consulted additional documentation as well as student work. The visit concluded with the
presentation of the preliminary findings by the group of experts to the University representatives.

Following the site visit the expert group drafted the following report, assessing the fulfilment of the
AQAS criteria for programme accreditation. The report was sent to the Department for comments.
The report, together with the comments of the department, forms the basis for the AQAS Accredi-
tation Commission to make a decision regarding the accreditation of the programme.

3. General Information

The education system in Oman is divided into three main levels: preschool, school and higher
education. School education consists of twelve years of formal study. After completing grade
twelve of high school, a student can join one of the higher education institutions by applying on-
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line to the Higher Education Admission Centre (HEAC) which is responsible for ensuring that stu-
dents receive fair treatment and are given the best available opportunities, based on their prefer-
ences and achievement in high school.

Sultan Qaboos University is the largest higher education institution in the Sultanate of Oman. It
aims to take a direct and effective role in the social and economic development plans for the
Omani society by contributing to the development of its productive capabilities and the best use of
its resources.

While the construction of Sultan Qaboos University (SQU) started in 1982, the first students were
enrolled in 1986. The University commenced with five Colleges: Medicine, Engineering, Agricul-
ture, Education and Science. Furthermore, the College of Arts and Social Sciences was estab-
lished in 1987. Today the nine University Colleges offer 63 undergraduate programmes, 62 Mas-
ter and 34 PhD programmes.

Sultan Qaboos University facilities include teaching classrooms, lecture theatres, conference
halls, libraries, staff and student residences with separate male and female sport facilities, ac-
commodation for students with special needs, staff and student recreational facilities, SQU Hospi-
tal, and a mosque. A newly established SQU Cultural Centre houses the University’s main library,
the Omani Studies Centre, Al-Faham lecture hall and the Grand Hall with a seating capacity of
5,000 people.

Sultan Qaboos University aims to contribute to the development of tourism in the Sultanate of
Oman through its Tourism Department in the College of Arts and Social Sciences. The Depart-
ment also offers a Bachelor Degree programme in Tourism that commenced in fall 2001.

4. Policy and Procedures for Quality Assurance

The programme is subject to the Higher Education Institution’s policy and associated proce-
dures for quality assurance, including procedures for the design, approval, monitoring, and
revision of the programmes.

A quality-oriented culture, focusing on continuous quality enhancement, is in place. This in-
cludes regular feedback mechanisms involving both internal and external stakeholders.

The strategy, policies, and procedures have a formal status and are made available in pub-
lished form to all those concerned. They also include roles for students and other stakehold-
ers.

Following the information provided in the Self Evaluation Report the College of Arts and Social
Sciences (CASS) developed quality indicators and practices to address its unique institutional
needs and relevance within Oman’s higher education context. In October 2011, the Quality As-
surance and Accreditation Committee (QAAC) was formed. QAAC comprises representatives
from all academic programmes in CASS, under the direct supervision of the Dean and Assistant
Dean for Undergraduate Studies and Dean of CASS. The QAAC has a permanent office, rappor-
teur and staff to execute duties and follow-up administrative tasks. The committee was charged
with developing quality indicators, practices and procedures. Their first assignment was to devel-
op a road map for institutional and programme accreditation in CASS.

Revision and assessment criteria are based on the principles of total quality management and

continuous improvement. Several tools are utilised for assessing employers” and market needs:
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b)

d)

e)

f)

Advisory Committee: The Department Advisory Committee’s input shall ensure an up to
date level of education. Members of the Advisory Committee are: key external stakeholders
and consultants selected from the local industry, business community, and government. The
committee also includes faculty members with expertise in the field of teaching and re-
search. The Tourism Department relies on leaders and innovators from the tourism and
hospitality industry to aid in the development of its programmes, to generate training oppor-
tunities, and to assist in the placement of graduates.

Employers’ Survey: A survey was distributed to current employers in the tourism industry
(spring 2012), in addition to several focused meetings held at the Department with several
employers and stakeholders seeking their advice, opinions, and requirements regarding
graduates’ skills and competences.

Joint National Committees: The Department staff members are involved in different Nation-
al-level Committees working on tourism planning. This includes but is not limited to the
Omani Tourism Strategic Plan (e.g. Omani Tourism Strategic Plan 2020 — 2040), Marketing
Plans, Muscat Theming plan, etc. In addition, a new joint committee has recently been offi-
cially formed embracing senior members from both the Ministry of Tourism and Sultan Qa-
boos University to centrally look after all the current and potential aspects of mutual cooper-
ation. Such extensive involvement and detailed, frequent, long discussions with the industry
and governmental representatives and decision makers provides the Department staff
members with a valuable mechanism for assessing the current market as well as potential
needs.

Alumni Feedback: An alumni survey was conducted in 2013 to get feedback regarding the
courses and programmes which they have studied during their academic life and the extent
to which these programmes and courses are in line with the market needs based on their
work experience. Results were transferred to the further development of the programme.

Course Evaluation: Students of each course are required to assess each course separately
using a unified online 'Course and Teaching Survey' at the end of each semester. The sur-
vey is designed by the University to assess different aspects including the course design,
materials, presentation as well as the lecturer’s quality, communication with students, etc.
By the end of each semester, course instructors as well as the Head of Department can ac-
cess the results via their personal SQU portal.

Students’ Liaison Committee: The students are officially invited at the end of each semester
to meet together (via the Students’ Liaison Committee) and report their feedback about all
the academic aspects including their concerns, as well as the programme merits and de-
merits.

Experts’ Evaluation

It became obvious to the experts that the responsibilities within the programme and for the differ-
ent programme elements are clearly defined within the department. Also the expectations towards
students are outlined and available to them. The documentation of the curriculum is up-to-date
and it was well explained by the department how the programme can be updated when appropri-
ate. The process is clearly embedded in the structures of the College and SQU, however it also
allows for the required flexibility for adjustments on a smaller scale. Recognising the size of the
department, the number of staff and students, the experts positively conclude that the quality
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assurance mechanisms in place are comprehensive and appropriate for the study programme. It
involves instruments with different scopes like the course evaluations and programme evalua-
tions. In a less direct way also student workload is evaluated.

The group of experts was impressed by the level of information that is available on the progres-
sion of students and their success rates. Beyond this well-rounded system for the collection of
data it shall also be recognised that the active exchange between teaching staff and students
allows for a very direct feedback towards the management of the department on potential needs
for adjustment in the teaching process.

The labour market is involved in the procedures through an advisory committee. This also allows
the department to react to changing societal needs which are of particular importance for the tour-
ism and hospitality sector in Oman.

It can be concluded that the procedures in place are fit for purpose and lead to a continuous im-
provement of the programme. However, it should be recognised that the results of evaluations are
not shared with the students in a way that they learn how their feedback leads to concrete adapta-
tions. During the site visit students reported that the open door policy in the department helps
addressing issues directly. While this indicates a cooperative atmosphere between teaching staff
and students, it should not lead to hesitation towards discussing the results of prior evaluations
with students to demonstrate that their opinion is part of the enhancement process and quality
culture in the department. To continue this line of thought the experts encourage not only discuss-
ing with students in informal procedures, but to include them and document their participation in
all relevant steps of the quality assurance cycle. (Finding 1)

Due to the good contact between teaching staff and students as well as graduates the department
also knows about graduates” careers and their progression. From time to time graduates are even
involved in the teaching process. Recognising the size of the department and the open culture of
communication this method of following graduates’ careers seems sound. However, in the long
run it might be helpful to actively follow graduates more systematically in order to generate
knowledge beyond individual contacts. This could identify patterns or even gaps that remain un-
recognised if data is not combined and systematically analysed.

5. Quality of the Curriculum

The intended learning outcomes of the programme are defined and available in published
form. They reflect both academic and labour-market requirements and are up-to-date with re-
lation to the relevant field. The design of the programme supports achievement of the in-
tended learning outcomes.

The academic level of graduates corresponds to the requirements of the appropriate level of
the European Qualifications Framework.

The curriculum’s design is readily available and transparently formulated.

The University uses a Credit Hour (CH) system that can easily be transferred into ECTS. The
programme comprises 120 CH and lasts eight semesters. University-wide all curricula consist of a
number of courses that are included in all programmes — so called University Requirements.
These are accompanied by a number of elective courses on the level of the University. Subjects
typically are Arabic or Omani & Islamic Civilisation. For these two types of courses the offer is the
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same for all students, independent from the programme they chose. The same principle is re-
peated at the level of the College of Arts and Social Sciences while naturally the courses offered
in College Requirements or College Electives are more specific to the field of Social Sciences and
Arts. The remaining parts of the curriculum are then filled with courses specific to the individual
programme. Consequently for the “Tourism and Hospitality” programme the curriculum consists of
University Requirements (6 CH), University Electives (6 CH), College Requirements (11 CH),
College Electives (3 CH), Major Requirements (34 CH), Major Electives (24 CH), and Specialisa-
tion Requirements (36 CH).

Part of the Major Requirements that are specific to the programme are two summer internships
that are credited as well.

After finishing their initial four semesters, students will then proceed toward receiving the Special-
isation Requirements courses, which include 12 courses (36 CH) in one of the Department’s spe-
cialisations (Tourism Management & Hospitality Management) for four semesters.

The programme outlines five intended learning outcomes:

e Students will demonstrate unique knowledge related to operating a Tourism and Hospi-
tality business in a diverse and global business environment.

e Students will demonstrate critical thinking skills and creativity required to effectively func-
tion in the tourism and hospitality industry.

e Students will demonstrate the ability to conduct all the duties required for working in the
different departments of tourism and hospitality institutions.

e Students will demonstrate the ability to define, identify, and evaluate ethical versus uneth-
ical business practices.

e Students will demonstrate the ability to employ proficient written and oral communication
skills, including the appropriate usage of technology for effective customer service and
teamwork.

To realise these learning outcomes the courses specific to the programme cover aspects like

” o« LTS "«

“Event Management”, “IT Applications in Tourism”, “Economics of Tourism”, “Airlines Operations

and Management”, as well as “Service in Hospitality”, “Front Office Operations and Manage-
ment”, and “Managerial Accounting for Hospitality”.

Experts’ Evaluation

The five general learning outcomes listed above, which are published in the course files sum-
mary as well as in other documents, include interdisciplinary as well as subject-specific skills.
They are suitable and linked to the different parts of the programme and its activities. The ex-
perts positively found that the course descriptions clearly define learning outcomes for each
course, which are derived from the general learning outcomes. A typical course plan is available
for (potential) students in the course files summary and it is also transparent which courses are
compulsory and electives, respectively. As discussed with the Department while on site, the
electives are also used in a suitable way to adapt to new or changing requirements from the la-
bour market.

On a very positive note the experts recognise that general skills are developed in specific
courses as well as during many subject-specific parts of the programme (e.g. role plays, presen-
tations, projects). Different types of assessment, such as quizzes, presentations and written ex-
ams are applied. They are linked to the specific learning outcomes of the respective courses in
a suitable way. The overall workload is reflected in credit hours that are allocated to the different
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courses in a transparent way. Following the review of the documentation and also based on the
discussion with students during the site visit there is no indication that the overall workload
might be too high or allocated in an inappropriate way.

The programme aims at combining general management knowledge with specific skills required
in the tourism and hospitality industry. Based on a thorough review of the course outlines as well
as considering the discussions with the Department, it seems to the panel of experts that more
emphasis is given to operational and practical issues of the tourism and hospitality industry. The
course descriptions reflect strongly on the intended outcomes in this field. As a result, the grad-
uates are qualified to work in operational areas of the tourism industry (the department booklet
puts ‘tour leader’ on the first position of a list of potential occupations), which was also confirmed
by representatives of the labour market during the site visit. However, in order to work in superi-
or management positions, a broader knowledge of general management concepts and instru-
ments would be essential. Moreover, considering the requirements of the Bachelor Level of the
European Qualifications Framework, the explicit academic parts of the programme should clear-
ly be enhanced. (Finding 2) This will also help to better prepare graduates for a potential Mas-
ter’'s programme. While — strongly based on the discussions on site — the experts have full con-
fidence in the potential of the Department to identify its own way to strengthen the required aca-
demic foundation of the programme, a number of points discussed on site should also be rec-
ognised to be considered by the Department in its redesign of the curriculum which is envi-
sioned for the next years:

e As an option courses on general management, especially in the first half of the curric-
ulum (e.g. Introduction to Management, Marketing, Organisation, Personnel, and Ac-
counting) should be considered. Based on a general management qualification, spe-
cific applications to the tourism industry can be added at a later stage, also leading to
a stronger proficiency in using the general management skills. This approach allows
for a broader academic perspective and contributes to an increasing flexibility of
graduates in the labour market.

e Currently, there are only three courses which explicitly cover methodological skills
and methods (Semester 1: Critical Thinking and Problem Solving, Semester 4. Re-
search Methodology in Tourism and Hospitality, Semester 7: Statistics for Tourism
and Hospitality). It did not become fully clear why the only course on statistics is
placed in the last year of the programme. Already in previous courses at least de-
scriptive statistics are used to a large extent. Discussions with the Department
showed that there was no particular reason for this position of the course and on a
substantive side the experts agree to the notion of the Department that it seems more
reasonable to place this course earlier in the curriculum.

e The programme does not include a final thesis, but a comprehensive graduation pro-
ject which typically covers a practical application or example. The project reports
which could be reviewed during the site visit show that the graduates are able to de-
velop innovative ideas based on a suitable analysis of general and sector specific
concepts. However, more emphasis might be given to formal academic requirements,
especially referencing. A (short) introductory course for the graduation project might
be helpful to better prepare students for writing the project report.

e Without contradicting the required need of strengthening the academic qualification
within the programme, it might also make sense to increase the intensity of applied
practical skills required by the industry, e.g. by extending the duration of the intern-
ship.



As already mentioned above, the Department is in a process of continuously reviewing and
adapting the current programme (small scale adaptations), which has not changed its basic
structure since 2010. The Department uses many instruments to assess the suitability and time-
liness of its programme, including occasional surveys and formal as well as informal contacts to
representatives of the labour market and to alumni. Moreover, members of the faculty are in-
volved in several research and consultancy activities, providing them also with additional infor-
mation on recent practical as well as academic developments. Particularly based on the discus-
sions with the Department and stakeholders on site, the experts are highly convinced that the
responsible staff seriously considers external advice of the different stakeholders in their contin-
uous enhancement process and will also adapt the described suggestions to the context of the
programme at SQU.

6. Learning, Teaching and Assessment of Students

The delivery of material encourages students to take an active role in the learning process.

Students are assessed using accessible criteria, regulations, and procedures, which are
made readily available to all participants and which are applied consistently.

Assessment procedures are designed to measure the achievement of the intended learning
outcomes.

The Department provides a detailed chart outlining which intended learning outcome of the pro-
gramme is covered by which course of the curriculum. Beyond this, for each course the specific
assessment methods are outlined to present how they are linked to the intended learning out-
comes. Assessment regulations foresee that in each course different types of assessment are
used, enabling students to continuously receive feedback on their achievement.

Teaching methods include activities aiming at the application of the acquired skills and knowledge
whenever possible: e.g. in language courses students have to guide tourists in the foreign lan-
guage, combining language training with the acquisition of new competencies in the field of the
tourism sector.

The SQU Undergraduate Academic Regulations organise the examination process. The College
Examination Committee is responsible for supervising the University & College requirements ex-
aminations and ensuring that these examinations are conducted properly and in accordance with
SQU regulations. The Head of Department and the Department representative in the College
Examination Committee are responsible for monitoring the examination process on the Depart-
mental level.

Experts’ Evaluation

As mentioned above working in the tourism industry also requires knowing practical skills and
working with different kinds of people and nationalities. The programme prepares its students for
this industry with a variety of appropriate learning, teaching and assessment methods and tools.
The documentation as well as discussions with students revealed that different ways of teaching
and learning are applied in the different courses: For instance group work (which can also be
perceived as leadership skill training), presentations or case studies. Methods match content, as
can be seen from field excursions and role plays in a course like “Tour Guiding”, a hotel planning
project in “Tourism Management” or even the task to guide real foreign visitors in the foreign lan-



guage courses. These activities also show the implication of an interdisciplinary approach that
manages to combine learning with implementation.

Further possibilities for transferring knowledge from classroom to real life are provided during two
summer internships, each lasting six to eight weeks. As discussed above, the learning experience
for the students could even be intensified by extending the length of these internships. Additional
value could be added by placing these internships in the tourism season of Oman.

Clearly beneficial and an appropriate preparation for the tourism industry is the final year project
where students work on a specific tourism related subject in small teams. Talking to University
staff, students and industry representatives demonstrated that those projects have lead to indus-
try contacts and cooperation with companies that were useful after graduation.

Discussions with graduates confirmed this positive view by explaining where they work after
graduation: Many of them are in the tourism industry; numerous are on their way to upper man-
agement positions. Most graduates agreed that what they learned prepared them for their current
job.

Due to its practical nature, the programme demands a high degree of student commitment. Talk-
ing to students revealed that most of them like working and interacting with people. Including the
above mentioned activities like tour guiding simulations and site visits in the courses not only mo-
tivate the students, they also give them the chance to reflect whether their expectation of the fu-
ture job meets reality. This process is also an important part of both internships. The experts rec-
ognise a high motivation of students to go abroad for the internships. Since there is only a limited
number of places for these internships for the top achievers, this is perceived as another motiva-
tion factor by students and teaching staff.

Currently internships abroad are the most visible link to international mobility in the programme.
As this capacity is limited by the number of available placements in foreign countries, the experts
see large but at this point unused potential by making use of exchange agreements with universi-
ties in other countries. While on the structural level the arrangements are theoretically in place,
currently there is no practical utilisation of mobility instruments. Particularly in the field of tourism
mobility — incoming or outgoing — will be beneficial to the achievement of the learning outcomes.
Consequently the department should consider utilising the existing structures and supporting
academic mobility of students on a practical level by entering into agreements with other universi-
ties. (Finding 3)

It is appreciated by the experts that students find all the information on evaluation and grading
rules and procedures in the Undergraduate Academic Regulations by SQU. Examination and
assessment types vary from course to course and range from participation, oral presentations,
mid-terms up to the final exams. In the discussion with teaching staff it was obvious that the
teaching staff is quite free in their choice of assignments and that they try to find the best way to
assess their students appropriately. The course “Tourism Companies and Travel Agencies” for
example contains PowerPoint presentations, oral discussions, visual presentations and field vis-
its. Since teachers discuss the course outline, course objectives, grading scheme, teaching ap-
proaches and assignments in the first lecture, students are informed about the upcoming course.
Students find detailed information about each course in the Course File Description, which con-
tains an overview about all exams for the respective module. The assessment methods are ap-
propriate, as shown in the language courses, where oral and written parts are combined.

The final exam of each course is given a higher weight compared to the other assignments taking
place throughout the semester. From the experts” point of view it is good that the overall grade
does not only rely on one final exam, but is spread between the various types of assessment. The
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final exams take place within the two-week period at the end of each semester which is an-
nounced in the University Calendar of Events.

Students know well in advance that at the end of each semester the two week examination period
comes up, allowing everyone to plan accordingly and to start preparing early enough. In case
students fail a course, they may repeat it twice within three semesters. Further attempts require
special permission, which seems a fair regulation.

The grading scales are documented in the Undergraduate Academic Regulations. They range
from A (Exceptional Performance) to F (Unacceptable Performance). Every grade is attributed a
numeric value, e.g. 4.00 points for an A, 3.70 for an A-, 3.30 points for a B+ up to only 1.00 for a
D. Everything below D means failure of the course. The regulations are transparent and available
to student at all times.

A mandatory “Foundation Programme” (FP) (also see chapter 7) was introduced for all students
who want to attend SQU since the academic year 2010/11 to reduce the number of failed cours-
es. This FP ensures that students are qualified in English language, maths, IT skills and general
study skills. It could be demonstrated that since the introduction of the FP failure rates declined
substantially and the academic qualifications of students increased. Also the FP is a useful pre-
selection for the tourism programme in terms of English skills that are an indispensable qualifica-
tion on the labour market for graduates.

Particular recognition should be given to the good support mechanisms for students with special
needs, especially for students with reduced eyesight. A laboratory with braille sense language
and other support mechanisms are available and enable students to study at the same level as
their co-students while their special needs are considered by adapting the teaching tools.

The last comment regarding the organisation of the learning process should cover the rules re-
garding attendance of courses, which generally is mandatory. However, students can attend ex-
tracurricular activities in case they ask for approval in advance of the event. To the expert group
this seems like a fair rule.

7. Student Admission, Progression, Recognition and Certification

Consistently applied, pre-defined, published regulations are in place which cover student
admission, progression, recognition, and certification.

Before entering the programme all students undergo the so-called Foundation Programme. This
year is required for all students studying at SQU. The Foundation Programme (FP) at Sultan Qa-
boos University became a mandatory introduction for study in all the University’s Colleges as of
the academic year 2010/2011. The programme has been designed to better prepare undergradu-
ate students who have been accepted in the University to fully achieve the required entrance
requirements in accordance with the Omani academic standards. The programme qualifies stu-
dents in English language, mathematics, and information technology, as well as study and learn-
ing skills.

Based on the information provided in the Self Evaluation Report admission to the Tourism De-
partment relies upon SQU and College of Arts and Social Sciences admission regulations and
rules. This indicates that the University admits the best students from the school leavers of Oman
strictly by merit. The students are distributed to departments based on the following enrolment
requirements:

=  Student interests

= Number of seats available in the programme
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= English exit test results

= English placement test results

= The Tourism Department enrols students after passing the Foundation Programme
and achieving level six in English.

The University’s academic regulations require that each course at SQU, with possibly some ex-
ceptions, have at least three components (not exceeding 60% of the total): Quizzes, In-term
tests, Assignments, Seminars, including a mandatory final exam.

Student’s performance is monitored at different levels. Each student is assigned an Academic
Advisor, who advises regarding the individual study plan and makes sure students adhere to the
rules and procedures set by the University, College and the Department. Together with the stu-
dent he/she also coordinates in case of any situations that might impact the smooth progression
of a student. The Advisor system is complemented by the Department Administration and the
Assistant Dean for Undergraduate Studies who monitor all official interaction and serve as a link
between the Department and the Deanship for Admission and Registration.

Regulations for mobility are in place in order to facilitate exchanges within the College, between
Colleges and also with other Universities.

Experts’ Evaluation

First and foremost it has to be recognised that rules and regulations regarding admission criteria,
as well as recognition regulations are well established, processed and monitored on the central
level of the University. The formal requirements for admission are clearly defined and available at
the homepage of the University. Specific prerequisites relevant for an individual study programme
(e.g. language skills, professional experience, artistic ability) reflect substantive qualities needed
for a successful completion of the programme and are included in the published admissions crite-
ria.

Based on the data available on the last cohorts the admission criteria seem appropriate. Clearly
the introduction of the Foundation Programme helped to adapt the study entrance phase to the
qualification of the incoming students. Data is available on the admission procedures of past co-
horts.

It can be positively mentioned and confirmed that the available regulations for recognition are
made in a way they enable mobility. However, the extremely limited use of these regulations in
the Department has to be recognised. Particularly when considering the existing cultural limita-
tions for the tourism sector in Oman, mobility — either incoming or outgoing — might be a helpful
mechanism and the Department should enforce their efforts to create actively utilised agree-
ments.

For students leaving the University appropriate documentation explaining the qualification and
context of their education is provided.
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8. Teaching Staff

The composition (quantity, qualifications, professional and international experience, etc.) of
the staff is appropriate for the achievement of the intended learning outcomes.

Staff involved with teaching is qualified and competent to do so.

Transparent procedures are in place for the recruitment and development of staff.

The Department employs 16 academic staff members, language lecturers, researchers, and co-
ordinators. Six of them hold Professor Positions. A full list of department staff members including
their profiles has been made available for the review as part of the documentation. All department
members hold PhD, Master and Bachelor degrees from USA, UK, Germany, France, Australia,
Egypt, and Oman. For language courses, the Department mainly relies on native speakers of the
respective languages.

The recruitment policy for Omani staff follows the idea that the best graduates of the University
are appointed as Demonstrators and sent abroad for their Masters and PhDs before their ap-
pointment as Assistant Professors. Beyond this, SQU outlines that it actively recruits international
staff members to complete the academic staff portfolio.

Experts’ Evaluation

It became obvious to the panel of experts that the academic faculty members are experts in the
tourism and hospitality industry with a comprehensive international background. They are in-
volved in high quality research and they are consulted as experts by the government as well as by
the industry. Therefore, without any doubt they are highly qualified and competent to teach in the
tourism and hospitality programme. All faculty members are absolutely fluent in English which is
essential for a programme that to a large degree is taught in the English language. The language
teaching staff includes German and French native speakers. Moreover, it should be pointed out
that all members of the department are highly motivated and committed to their tasks as teachers
and students’ advisors. Teaching staff is encouraged by the University, the College, and the de-
partment to further enhance their didactic skills. Resources are provided for these activities and
staff members are actually making use of these opportunities.

From a quantitative perspective, the personnel resources are sufficient. Courses provided by the
department are offered according to the curriculum within relatively small groups. There are no
open positions at the moment. A formal and transparent recruitment process that actively includes
recruitment abroad has been established based on general regulations of the University.

9. Learning Resources and Student Support

Appropriate facilities and resources are available for learning and teaching activities.

Guidance and support is available for students to advise them on achieving successful com-
pletion of their studies.

Financially, SQU outlines it offers University education for free. No fees are paid as all under-
graduate academic services are for free. All the students additionally receive a monthly financial
allowance to ensure their ability to focus on education without any financial constraints. All the
students receive daily meals as well as in-campus transportation. All female students as well as
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male students with special needs are allowed to live inside the campus where five residential
complexes are available.

The classrooms that the Department uses vary in their sizes, ranging from 15 to 35 students per
class. All of the classrooms are equipped with a whiteboard, overhead projector, LCD projector,
and computer. Some classes are also equipped with a TV and a DVD player.

The students can use the College library or the main library. Both libraries provide literature relat-
ed to the programme. The collection of the main library is much bigger than the College library
however. The library systems allow students to borrow five books for three weeks, which may be
extended if no other student requires the book.

Student Advisors, who are also responsible to monitor student progression, serve as primary
support structure for students for all questions regarding their studies. In an introduction to the
programme happening in the welcoming week students are assigned their Advisor. Beyond the
formal structures the Department implements an open door policy allowing students to address
questions directly to the responsible staff member.

Experts’ Evaluation

Feasibility of the programme

The programme consists of eight semesters, including two summer internships between semester
four and five and between semester six and seven. Each is awarded with three Credit Hours.
However, talking to students and professors made clear that the programme is flexible enough to
allow students to extend their internship to a longer period if students and their placement com-
pany see this as being beneficial. The programme is then extended for the required number of
semesters. This flexibility is a great opportunity for active students who want to gain more practi-
cal experience than provided in the curriculum. As data shows, usually students can finish “on-
time” after eight semesters. This was also confirmed when interviewing students. As long as stu-
dents do not need to repeat an exam and all of a sudden are “behind” their fellow students, the
timetable allows students to attend every offered course. This is obviously no issue of concern.

Detailed information about each module is provided to students in the Course File Descriptions.
Based on the discussions with the students on site they do not miss information about the pro-
gramme and their anticipation regarding course content and workload generally corresponds with
what is expected from them.

Learning Resources

The Tourism Department offers extensive resources, inside and outside the University, to cater to
the practical and theoretical parts of the programme. Talking to students revealed that they re-
ceive a financial allowance that enables them to concentrate on their studies. If students take up
part time jobs, for example as a visitor guide (“meet and greet”) at the airport of Muscat, this is
more in order to get job experience and contact to future employers than for the actual need of
money. Good connections of the teaching staff outside campus can also be seen as very valuable
learning resource for the students, such as connections to embassies or German speaking visitor
groups, which are tour guided by SQU tourism students.

Students can use a variety of laboratories, such as computer or electronic publication labs. They
have user friendly opening hours from 8 am to 6 pm and are even equipped with printers. Even
better are the opening hours of the main library during the three weeks prior to the examination
periods: They are open 24 hours a day and offer coffee and cookies. Clearly the support of the
learning process recognising real learning patters of students is facilitated this way.
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The tourism students have access to manifold options of literature, meanwhile mainly electronic.
But there is also a tourism section inside the main and the College library which covers the rele-
vant books for the subjects taught in the courses. The amount of accessible literature, especially
with regard to the online databases, probably excceeds the requirements of the programme and
would even cover the needs for a degree that requires a higher degree of academic research.

Student support and advice

SQU and the Tourism Department have introductory offerings for new and potential students.
During the site visit the expert panel happened to meet one of those school classes that got an
orientation tour which is part of the helpful orientation programme. In addition future students are
given the chance to meet with the Head of Department, the Dean, staff and current students. All
these activities seem very suitable to provide future and new students with the information they
might need for their decision and to have a smooth transition from school to the Foundation Pro-
gramme and the Tourism Department.

Every student is assigned a supervisor who advises the students in the pre-registration phase and
during opening hours throughout the semester. Beyond this, discussions with students and teach-
ing staff revealed that their relationship is mostly characterised by open communication; students
visit professors and lecturers in their office whenever it is required. The open door policy that is in
place proves to be very helpful and is valued by the students. Even calling teachers on their cell
phones, writing text messages, or sharing information via social networks is practiced. Indeed, the
Tourism Department is a small entity which facilitates this approach. It is nevertheless not self-
evident and positive to have this vivid exchange between students and teaching staff.

So far there haven’t been incoming students to the programme, but the Head of Department ex-
plained, that the department would be open for them anytime and would enable special offerings,
which is plausible and also stated in the Undergraduate Academic Regulations. The overall
friendly and welcoming atmosphere on campus and curiosity towards visitors is convincing, invit-
ing and gives a hint that also incoming students would probably feel welcome in the programme.
As the majority of its courses are taught in English, integrating incoming students in the pro-
gramme should be easy with regard to potential language barriers.

Also the expert panel recognises that the department offers different ways to students towards
finding internships. The department provides a list with companies accepting interns; also gradu-
ates provide their experiences and companies even approach the department for interns and later
for graduates. Beyond this students explained that they also look for placements themselves, in
Oman and abroad. All this underlines that there is a variety of feasible and good options for find-
ing internships for all students. From a student’s point of view, particularly the experiences pro-
vided by the “older” students are very valuable, as they provide true, unadorned experiences and
not only factual information.

10. Information

Data is collected from relevant sources and stakeholders, analysed, and used for the effec-
tive management and continuous enhancement of the programme.

Impartial and objective, up-to-date information regarding the programme and its qualifications
is published regularly. This published information is appropriate for and available to relevant
stakeholders.

Based on a stakeholder analysis, the Department outlines that information is collected from differ-

ent sources and stakeholders including to the following:
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¢ Students (Academic Advising, Students’ liaison committee) ,

e The Department Board Meetings and related Departmental committees,
e The College Board Meetings and related College committees,

e Tourism Department Alumni,

¢ Internal and external quality and inspections and reports,

e The Department Advisory Board,

e The SQU / Ministry of Tourism Joint Committee,

e Participation in the industry official and unofficial boards and committees,
o Employers’ field studies.

On the other hand, stakeholders are informed about the Department’s major progressions wheth-
er ideas are initiated by them or not. Several events are annually organised to update the De-
partment’s major stakeholders regarding their concerns and how their ideas have been dealt with.
These events include hosting official meetings (e.g. the Omani Chamber of Commerce monthly
meeting; the SQU /Ministry of Tourism meetings) or organising exhibitions, seminars and work-
shops.

Experts’ Evaluation

Due to the good interactions with the labour market - mainly through many joint committees - in-
formation on labour market requirement is collected and analysed. This information shows a clear
and comprehensible description of potential employment fields for graduates. At present most
graduates are employed in the government or semi government sectors, such as ministries, gov-
ernment entities and military or police clubs. However, there is yet no indication on how this in-
formation is systematically collected and analysed.

Based on the information provided, it seems that graduates show little interest in joining the pri-
vate sector, mostly due to job security, remuneration, and working hours. There are 362.000 job
vacancies in the tourism sector as expected in Oman’s Tourism Strategy 2016-2040. This projec-
tion creates big challenges for the sector and it will raise the question how the Tourism Depart-
ment at SQU will react to such huge demand, especially in view of the fact that graduates show
very little interest to work in the industry.

Despite the good relations, the labour market is not very actively involved in creating or reviewing
the Department’s curriculum. The curriculum thus shows the clear tension between practical ori-
entation and theoretical foundation. On the one hand students need more practical training in
programmes and skills that are actually used in the industry. If training on specific software such
as travel-booking-systems, hotel/restaurant management, etc. is provided prior to their internship
students will be better prepared and confident joining the market. To some extent some training is
available while students are on their internship but stakeholders are actually not very much in-
volved when it comes to systematic inclusion and development based on performance of the in-
terns. A more coordinated approach of exchange between teaching staff and the industry might
help to have a better understanding of the market requirements. On the other hand, strengthening
the practical aspects of the curriculum would require a strict monitoring of the academic founda-
tions that should not be weakened in the programme at all. Finding the focus best fitting the SQU
Department will be one challenge the leadership will have to manage in the future adjustment
process of the programme.

16



Documentation on graduates’ data, their study programmes, duration of study is all available and
well documented. Despite cultural and family issues, analysis indicates that students change
study programmes due to their level of English, Mathematics and Computer skills, but to a small
extent due to culture or family restrictions. On the other hand there are a few students who
changed their study programmes from medicine, law etc. and joined the Tourism Department. It is
also observed that the aim of most graduates is the Bachelor degree. Very few graduates contin-
ued with a Master or PhD programme.

Information on study programmes, intended learning outcomes, selection procedures, qualifica-
tions awarded and all other teaching, learning and assessment procedures are provided and also
available to the public. Formal requirements for admission are clearly defined and available in
published form. Specific pre-requisites relevant for an individual study programme reflect substan-
tive qualities needed for a successful completion of the programme are also included in the pub-
lished admissions criteria. Selection procedures for the study programme follow defined criteria
and procedures and are publicly available.

11. Findings
1. The role of students in the quality assurance processes should be strengthened.
2. The explicit academic parts of the programme should be enhanced.

3. The Department should make use of existing structures and support academic mobility of
students on a practical level by entering agreements with other Universities and/or Depart-
ments.
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Appendix a:

Visit to the Sultan Qaboos University, Muscat
Tourism and Hospitality Management B.A.
Date: 16. to 20. April 2016

16 April — Day 1 (Saturday)

Arrival of the expert panel to Muscat

17 April = Day 2 (Sunday)

09.00 Transfer from hotel to SQU
09.30 - 10.00 Short welcome at the Tourism Department
10.00 -12.30 Internal discussion of the expert panel (experts only)
12.30-13.45 Lunch
Discussion with the Management of SQU
Participants from SQU:
. SQU Management
= Prof. Amer Al-Rawas (Deputy Vice-Chancellor for Academic Affairs
and Community Service)
14.00 - 15.30 = Sheikh Dr. Khalid Al-Hinai (Advisor to the Vice Chancellor of Sultan
Qaboos University for Environmental Affairs and Community Service)
) University Quality and Accreditation Office
Dr. Rima Al-Zadjali (Quality Assurance Office - Deputy Director for Ac-
ademic Affairs)
15.30 - 16.00 Break
Discussion with CASS Deanship & Head of Tourism Department
Participants from SQU:
e College Deanship & College Quality and Accreditation Office
= Dr. Abdullah Al-Kindi (Dean of the College of Arts and Social Scienc-
es)
= Talal Al-Awadhi (Assistant Dean for Undergraduate Studies)
» Yassine Charabi (College’s Quality Assurance and Accreditation
16.00 - 17.15 Committee)
= Ms. Omama Al-Lawati (College’s Quality Assurance and Accreditation
Committee)
e Tourism Department HoD and Quality and Accreditation Team
» Dr. Galal Hamza (Head of Tourism Department)
= Dr. Masooma Al-Balushi (Tourism Department)
= Dr. Tamer Atef (Tourism Department)
17.30 Transfer from University to hotel

18 April — Day 3 (Monday)

09.00 Transfer from hotel to University
09.30 - 11.00 Guided tour through the relevant parts of the campus
Discussion with teaching staff & support staff
Participant from SQU:
11.00-12.15 e Three academic staff members
e Three language lecturers
e One administrative staff member
12.15-13.30 Lunch Break
13.45-14.45 Review of presented evidence

18




14.45 -15.15

Break

Discussion with representatives of the labour market:

15.15-16.30 ] . .

e Six representatives from Government and Private Sectors
16.45 Transfer to hotel
evening Work-dinner and Internal meeting of the expert panel (experts only)

19 April - Day 4 (Tuesday)

08.30 Transfer from hotel to University

09.00 - 10.15 Discussion with students and graduates of the programme
10.15-10.30 Break

10.30-11.00 OPTIONAL discussion with HoD

11.00-12.30 Internal discussion of the expert panel (experts only)
12.30 - 13.00 Feedback to the Department

13.00 — 14:30 Lunch

14:30 Transfer to hotel & departure
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