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A About the Accreditation Process

Name of the degree pro- (Official) English trans- | Labels ap- Previous Involved
gramme (in original language) | lation of the name plied for ! accredita- | Technical
tion (issu- Commit-
ing agency, | tees (TC)?2
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Bachelor’s programme in Envi- | - ASIIN ASIIN 11.12 | 10, 11
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technology 2015 -
30.09.2021
Master’s programme in Biology | - ASIIN - 10
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L ASIIN Seal for degree programmes;

2TC: Technical Committee for the following subject areas: TC 10 — Life Sciences




A About the Accreditation Process

Criteria used:
European Standards and Guidelines as of 15.05.2015
ASIIN General Criteria as of 28.03.2014

Subject-Specific Criteria of Technical Committee 10 — Life Sciences as of 28.06.2019




B Characteristics of the Degree Programmes

a) Name Final degree (origi- | b) Areas of c) Corre- d) Mode of |e) Dou- |f) Duration |g) Credit h) Intake rhythm &
nal) Specialization | sponding Study ble/Joint points/unit | First time of offer

level of the Degree

EQF3
Bachelor’s pro- Bachelor of Science | - 6 Full time no 8 Semester | 122 Omani |Fall Semester, 2014
gramme in Envi- in Environmental Credits/
ronmental Biology |Biology 244 ECTS
Bachelor’s pro- Bachelor of Science | - 6 Full time no 8 Semester | 122 Omani | Fall Semester, 2014
gramme in Bio- in Biotechnology Credits/
technology 244 ECTS
Master’ pro- Master of Science |- Full no 4 Semester |24 Omani Fall Semester, 2020
gramme in Biology | in Biology time/Part (full'time) | credits/ 60

time 6 Semester | prrq
(part time)

3 EQF = The European Qualifications Framework for lifelong learning




For the Bachelor’s degree programmes Biotechnology and Environmental Biology, Sultan

Qaboos University has presented the following general aims in the Self-Assessment Report:

College Student Attributes

A. Science graduate should be able to

1. Apply the knowledge and skills relevant to science

2. Communicate effectively and use information and communication
technologies

3. Critically analyze complex information and present it in simple legible
manner.

B. Science graduate possess

1. Personal skills and alignment with culture of international labour market to
assist them 1n practical life and 1n living successfully.

2. Skills and motivation to independent learning and engagement n lifelong
learning and research.

3. Work ethics and positive values, and enjoy intellectual independence and
autonomy.

4. Teamwork skills and display potential leadership qualities.

C. Science graduates should relish good citizenship qualities, conscious of

their national identity and social responsibility, engage in community
aftairs and mindtul of contemporary issues.

Department of Biology Program Outcomes

PEOL. Be able to demonstrate their knowledge in general biological concepts as well as
knowledge in the area of specialization.

PEO2. Be aware of contemporary issues able to apply knowledge and skills to
investigate and solve problems related to their specialization.

PEO3. Be able to communicate (verbally or in writing) their biological knowledge to
various levels of audience with regard to the field of specialization.

PEO4. Demonstrate high level of ethical and social conduct in the practice of their
profession and awareness of occupational health and safety 1ssues related to the
workplace.

PEOS5. Be able to learn independently and become a lifelong learner.

PEO6G. Be able to work well independently and/or in a team.

PEO7. Be able to engage in supporting community affairs relevant to their specialization
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For the Master’s degree programme Biology, Sultan Qaboos University has presented the

following profile in the Self-Assessment Report:

“The M.Sc. program in Biology at Sultan Qaboos University provides an opportunity for stu-
dents to learn about the processes of plants, animals and microorganisms and their diver-
sity and conservation. Furthermore, the program provides opportunities to join multi-dis-
ciplinary teams in research and training in a large suite of molecular and analytical tech-
niques. The M.Sc. program at SQU prepares students for careers in biotechnology fields
and to further their education in advanced post-graduate studies and/or professional
schools. Completion of the M.Sc. courses and the one-year research project provide stu-
dents with fundamental science skills and a deep understanding of the biological principles,
scientific thinking, research methods, safety, ethic and technical experience required to
pursue their career in research and industry.”
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1. The Degree Programme: Concept, content & implemen-
tation

Criterion 1.1 Objectives and learning outcomes of a degree programme (intended quali-
fications profile)

Evidence:

Self-Assessment Reports

e Study plans

e Module descriptions

e Webpage SQU: https://www.squ.edu.om

e Webpage Department of Biology: https://www.squ.edu.om/science/Depart-
ments/Biology

e Webpage Ba Biotechnology: https://www.squ.edu.om/science/Departments/Biol-
ogy/BSc-in-Biotechnology

e Webpage Ba Environmental Biology: https://www.squ.edu.om/science/Depart-
ments/Biology/BSc-in-Environmental-Biology

e Webpage Ma Biology: https://www.squ.edu.om/science/Departments/Bio-
logy/Postgraduate

e Discussions during the audit

Preliminary assessment and analysis of the experts:
The experts base their assessment of the learning outcomes as provided on the websites
and in the Self-Assessment Report of the three degree programmes under review.

For all three programmes, Sultan Qaboos University has described Programme Educational
Objectives (PEO) and Programme Learning Outcomes (PLO). While the PEO are rather gen-
eral and refer to the vision and mission of the College of Science, the PLO cover several
specific competences students should acquire in their respective degree programme.

The experts refer to the Subject-Specific Criteria (SSC) of the Technical Committee Life Sci-
ences as a basis for judging whether the intended learning outcomes of the Bachelor’s de-
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gree programmes Biotechnology and Environmental Biology, as well as of the Master’s de-

gree programme Biology as defined by SQU, correspond with the competences as outlined

by the SSC. They come to the following conclusions:

Graduates of the Bachelor’s degree programme Biotechnology should understand general

biology as well as in biotechnology concepts and have the necessary scientific and technical
knowledge and skills, which are required to work in a laboratory and to conduct research
activities in biotechnology. This includes designing and conducting experiments, as well as
analysing and interpreting data. Compared to other, purely natural science degree courses,
biotechnology courses have a significantly higher proportion of engineering modules (e.g.
process engineering, measurement and control technology, bioreactors, processing meth-
ods etc.). Additionally, they should understand and be able to solve problems related to
their specialisation by critically and independently applying scientific thinking and methods.
Moreover, students should learn to communicate (verbally or in writing) their knowledge
to various levels of audience with regard to the field of biotechnology. Finally, graduates
should demonstrate awareness of occupational health and safety issues as they relate to
the workplace, display a high level of ethical conduct in the practice of their profession, and
have the ability to work independently and in a team.

The programme’s educational objectives and learning outcomes are expected to equip the
graduates with life skills required to develop and adapt to the wide spectrum of possible
occupations in areas such as modern agriculture, biomedicine, biotechnology, and
(bio)pharmaceutical industries. The experts learn that graduates of the Bachelor’s degree

programme Biotechnology have only limited job perspectives, as the pharmaceutical and

biotechnology industry is not well developed in Oman yet. Therefore, several graduates
work as teachers in high school but most find more or less adequate jobs in the public
sector (e.g. ministries, laboratories). For this reason, the experts strongly support the plans
of the programme coordinators to introduce an additional minor in medical biotechnology
to the curriculum of the Bachelor’s degree programme Biotechnology. As alumni confirm,

this area offers more job opportunities.

Students of the Bachelor’s degree programme Environmental Biology should acquire a

sound knowledge of the fundamental concepts and theories of biology and their applica-
tion to ecology and environmental sciences as well as of major environmental challenges
from a local to a global perspective. Furthermore, graduates should also be able to carry
out practical work in laboratories and to design and perform experiments. They also should
be familiar with modern experimental methods of biology, have a sound knowledge of
safety and environmental issues, and be able to interpret, critically assess, present, and
communicate relevant information and new research results, and to discuss them with spe-
cialist colleagues. Moreover, the graduates should be capable of using the acquired
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knowledge and skills to find solutions to practical biological and environmental problems
and for conducting scientific work. Additionally, they should be familiar with environmental
hazards and problems that are relevant for the community and be able to apply appropriate
means to solve these problems. Finally, they should demonstrate awareness of occupa-
tional health and safety issues as they relate to the workplace, display a high level of ethical
conduct in the practice of their profession, and have the ability to work independently and
in a team.

Graduates of the Bachelor’s degree programme Environmental Biology have several job

opportunities. They can work in petrochemical and gas companies, mining industries, en-
vironmental research and monitoring institutions, public agencies, and educational institu-
tions by becoming teachers or lecturers.

Graduates of the Master’s degree programme Biology should demonstrate a deep under-

standing of foundational theories in biology, enabling them to independently design and
execute practical and applied research projects in diverse biological fields. Additionally,
they should possess advanced skills in experimentation, observation, data collection, anal-
ysis, and interpretation, to be able of effectively addressing complex research questions in
biology. This includes gaining expertise in their chosen field of specialisation, independently
identify emerging areas of investigation within the field of biology, and being able to com-
plete an advanced research project, thereby paving the way for the exploration of new
research avenues and contributing to the advancement of biological sciences. Finally, they
should be able of proficiently communicating scientific findings both in writing reports and
orally, catering to a wide audience, including experts, and the broader society, thus pro-
moting scientific education and understanding.

Graduates of the Master’s degree programme Biology can find suitable jobs in various areas

such as biotechnological and biochemical laboratories and companies, food production and
safety, agriculture, healthcare and medical institutions, environmental organisations and
monitoring services, consulting services, and scientific organisations and research insti-
tutes.

In summary, the experts are convinced that the intended qualification profiles of the three
programmes under review allow students to take up an occupation, which corresponds to
their qualification. The degree programmes are designed in such a way that they meet the
goals set for them.

The experts conclude that the objectives and intended learning outcomes of the Bachelor’s
degree programmes Biotechnology and Environmental Biology as well as of the Master’s

degree programme Biology adequately reflect the intended level of academic qualification

10



C Expert Report for the ASIIN Seal

(EQF 6 for the Bachelor’s programme and EQF 7 for the Master’s programme) and corre-
spond sufficiently with the ASIIN Subject-Specific-Criteria (SSC) of the Technical Committee
10 — Life Sciences.

Criterion 1.2 Name of the degree programme

Evidence:

e Self-Assessment Reports
e Study plans
Preliminary assessment and analysis of the experts:

Sultan Qaboos University awards a Bachelor of Science (B.Sc.) to the graduates of the Bach-
elor’s degree programmes Biotechnology and Environmental Biology, and a Master of Sci-

ence (M.Sc) to the graduates of the Master’s degree programme Biology.

The experts confirm that the names of both Bachelor’s degree programmes appropriately
reflect the focus and content of the respective programme.

With respect to the Master’s degree programme Biology, the experts point out that from

their point of view the programme’s content is more similar to a biotechnology programme
than a general biology programme. Thus, the Department of Biology should think about
renaming the programme.

Criterion 1.3 Curriculum

Evidence:

e Self-Assessment Reports

e Study plans

e Module descriptions

e Webpage SQU: https://www.squ.edu.om

e Webpage Department of Biology: https://www.squ.edu.om/science/Depart-
ments/Biology

e Webpage Ba Biotechnology: https://www.squ.edu.om/science/Departments/Biol-
ogy/BSc-in-Biotechnology

e Webpage Ba Environmental Biology: https://www.squ.edu.om/science/Depart-
ments/Biology/BSc-in-Environmental-Biology

11
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e Webpage Ma Biology: https://www.squ.edu.om/science/Departments/Bio-
logy/Postgraduate

e Discussions during the audit

Preliminary assessment and analysis of the experts:
All three programmes under review are offered by the Department of Biology, which is part
of the College of Science of Sultan Qaboos University.

The Bachelor’s degree programmes Biotechnology and Environmental Biology are designed

for four years and are offered as full time programmes. In both programmes, 122 Omani
credits (CR) need to be achieved by the students (this is equivalent to 244 ECTS points).The
Master’s degree programme Biology is offered as a fulltime programme (four semesters)

and as a part time programme (six semesters). The programme encompasses 23 Omani
credits (this is equivalent to 60 ECTS points). Each semester is equivalent to 15 weeks of
learning activities. Besides these learning activities, there is one week for final exams.

All new students that want to enter the College of Science at SQU must start with the
“Foundation Programme”, which is designed for two semesters and has the goal of prepar-
ing the new students, who have been accepted to study at SQU, to achieve the required
competences to enter a Bachelor’s degree programme. The “Foundation Programme” in-
cludes courses in English, mathematics, sciences, information technology, and general
skills. After successfully completing the “Foundation Programme”, students can select a
major (e.g. biology, chemistry, physics) and begin the Bachelor’s degree programme. Since
all classes are taught in English, every student spends his first two semesters on learning
English, before he can choose a major and start his education at the College of Science.

The curricula of the Bachelor’s degree programmes Biotechnology and Environmental Bi-

ology consist of elective and compulsory courses determined by SQU, the College of Sci-
ence, and the Department of Biology. University requirements are courses that need to be
attended by all undergraduate students at SQU. The university requirements include
courses such as “Omani Contemporary Society, “Arabic”, an “Oman & Islamic Civilization
or Islamic Culture”. The only college requirement is the courses “Communication in Sci-
ence”. These courses are almost all offered in the first two semesters of studies, in addition
to courses conveying general knowledge of chemistry and biology). Courses on the differ-
ent subject-specific topics are offered from third to eighth semester. The general structure
of the Bachelor’s degree programme Biotechnology is shown in the following table:

12
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Categories CR

University Requirements (UR) 6

University Electives (UE) 6

College Requirement (CR) 3
College Electives (CE) 16
Departmental Requirements (DR) 24
Major Requirements (AR) 37
Major Electives (AE) 30
TOTAL 122

Table 1: Structure Ba Biotechnology, Source: SAR SQU

The complete list of all compulsory and elective modules can be found in the curricular
overview of the Bachelor degree programme Biotechnology.

The general structure of the Bachelor’s degree programme Environmental Biology is shown
in the following table:

Categories CR
University Requirements (UR) 6
University Electives (UE) 6
College Requirement (CR) 3
College Electives (C 16
Departmental Requirements (DR) 24
Major Requirements (AR) 43
Major Electives (AE) 24
TOTAL 122

Table 2: Structure Ba Environmental Biology, Source: SAR SQU

The complete list of all compulsory and elective modules can be found in the curricular
overview of the Bachelor degree programme Environmental Biology.

The experts especially appreciate that all classes are taught in English, which increases the
job opportunities of the graduates and enables them to pursue their studies abroad. They
learn that the degree plans are reviewed every five years by the curriculum committee,
which adds and removes courses.

The experts notice that all courses include practical training in a laboratory. The laborato-
ries are supervised by technical assistants and the responsible professor. This direct contact
is very useful to the students, because they learn to work in teams and to discuss scientific
topics with experts and fellow students. Integrated modules with practical courses and lec-
tures also offer the possibility to synchronize theory and practice.

The curriculum of the Master’s degree programme Biology includes compulsory core

courses (21 CR) that the student must take and elective courses (9 CR). Students spend the

13
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first year taking their compulsory and elective courses and the second year working on their
thesis. There are five compulsory courses with three CR each: “Biological Instrumentation
and Analysis”, “Multiomics”, “Bioproducts and Bioeconomy”, “Biostatistics”, and “Scientific
communications”. In addition, students have to complete a Master’s thesis (6 CR).

Major changes in the degree programmes are implemented in a five-year cycle. For exam-
ple, based on the recommendations of the alumni, waste management was changed from
an elective to a compulsory course in environmental biology. An important development
in the Bachelor’'s programmes was the introduction of a compulsory graduation project in
the Bachelor’s degree programmes. This was required by the first international accredita-
tion of the programmes. In addition, a course in tissue has been removed from the curricula
and on the other hand, courses in culture plant biotechnology and environmental biotech-
nology have been added, and bioinformatics is now a compulsory course.

An important topic, which the experts discuss during the audit with programme coordina-
tors, teachers, students, and stakeholders (alumni, employers), is the fact that the study
plans of both Bachelor’s programmes do not include an internship (work practise). The ex-
perts point out that it is very useful for students to conduct an internship during their Bach-
elor’s studies. For example, internships provide valuable practical experience in a profes-
sional setting, which allow students to apply what they have learned in the classroom to
actual work situations, thereby gaining insight into how theories and concepts translate
into practice. Additionally, internships offer opportunities to develop and enhance various
soft/social skills, including communication, teamwork, problem-solving, and time manage-
ment. Finally, they offer a chance for students to explore different career paths and make
contact with possible employers. This can significantly enhance a student's job prospects
after graduation, as employers often prefer hiring students with whom they have had pos-
itive internship experiences, as they are already familiar with their work ethic and capabil-
ities, which is especially important for Biotechnology students, whose job perspectives are
limited as there is not established biotech-industry in Oman.

To this end, the experts suggest offering an internship course with a minimum length of six
weeks as part of the Bachelor’s degree programmes Environmental Biology and Biotech-

nology. It would be useful to draw up an internship guideline that defines the tasks and
rights of the students during the internship. Moreover, the Department of Biology should,
in cooperation with the College of Science, set up an internship coordinator, who helps
students to find suitable placement and sign cooperation agreement with possible host
institutions. However, the experts see that there are currently only a few private compa-
nies and public institutions, which can offer suitable internships for students from the De-
partment of Biology. Hence, it would be impossible to make the internship a compulsory

14
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part of the curriculum, but it could be offered as an elective and credits need to be
awarded.

With respect to the curriculum of the Bachelor’s degree programme Biotechnology, stu-

dents point out in the discussion with the experts that they would prefer to have more
courses offered in the area of medical biotechnology. It was mentioned by students that
e.g. courses in embryology would be desirable. This course, however, is presently availa-
ble and can be chosen as an elective. Still, the faculty may start a discussion with the stu-
dents as to further develop the programme in this direction. The experts point out that
biotechnology is a rapidly growing area in Oman, which offers many job opportunities for
biotechnology graduates. Medical biotechnology encompasses various techniques and
technologies used in healthcare, including genetic engineering, pharmaceuticals, diagnos-
tics, and therapeutic interventions. The experts also observe that e.g. protozoa are not
discussed in any of the courses. This is an important field, as some tropical diseases, e.g.
malaria, are caused by protozoa. Educating students about these topics opens doors to
various career paths in pharmaceuticals companies, healthcare institutions, and regula-
tory agencies. The programme coordinator have already realised these advantages and
plan to introduce a new minor in medical biotechnology in the next academic year. The
experts explicitly support the introduction of this new minor.

In the discussion with the students, it was recommended to establish a "Department
Seminar" and invite national and international experts from companies, public institu-
tions, and other universities to give lectures on current topics. The experts learn that such
a seminar already exists. It is recommended to better promote the “Department Semi-
nar” and to encourage students to attend it.

In the discussion with the stakeholders (alumni, employers) the experts learn that it would
be useful to increase the cooperation with the stakeholders and to better consider the
needs of the labour market in the design and content of the degree programmes. This is
especially necessary in a fast developing area such as biotechnology. To this respect, stu-
dents especially liked the course “Special Topics in Biotechnology”, which covers how to
turn research in real products and how to start a company.

The experts conclude that the imparted discipline-specific curricular content of all three
programmes — minor exceptions given — reflects the state of the art and is adequate for the
level and objectives of the programmes. The courses are suited for achieving the intended
learning outcomes in a comprehensive manner, as specified in the module descriptions.
The students and alumni interviewed by the experts during the audit underline that curric-
ular content and learning outcomes match their expectations with regard to their profes-
sional career.

15
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International Mobility

The experts discuss with the programme coordinators whether there are windows of mo-
bility for the students and point out that the international visibility and reputation of a uni-
versity is increased by its research activities and the academic mobility of staff members
and students. The academic mobility of the faculty members is already quite high and al-
most all teachers have international experience and contacts.

Some cooperation agreements for sending Omani students abroad exist. However, study-
ing abroad for a limited period during the Bachelor’s programmes or the Master’s pro-
gramme is not a well-established option so far. The students confirm during the discussion
with the experts that some opportunities for international academic mobility exist at SQU
and that there are rules for recognizing achievements acquired at other universities outside
SQU. However, they also point out that they are not well informed and that there are only
few programmes to apply for. For example, Oman has SQU has just recently joint the ERAS-
MUS programme and the central coordinator is from SQU, but the students do not know
about this. On the other hand, there are some incoming students from other countries,
who usually join a research group at the Department of Biology

Since the experts learn from students that many of them are interested in spending some
time abroad, SQU should increase its efforts in initiating more exchange programmes with
international universities and provide scholarships for qualified students. Additionally,
SQU’s own strategic plan stresses that internationalisation is becoming an increasingly im-
portant task for SQU. This is underlined by the following statement on SQU’s homepage:
“The university aims to strengthen [its internationalisation] in order to raise its profile and
promote international collaboration. In pursuance of this aim, the inception of the Office
of External Cooperation, now called, International Cooperation Office (ICO) in 2002 was the
first step in that regard. SQU vigorously pursues collaboration with a variety of institutions
in order to promote and strengthen both teaching and research, and also to enrich the
experiences of its staff and students. Much of this collaboration takes the form of interna-
tional cooperation at various levels. Indeed, internationalisation is a hallmark of all top uni-
versities today and is an essential strategy for any institution wishing to compete on the
cutting edge of academia in a globalising world“. However, the experts point out that no
information about these programmes can be found on SQU’s homepage. Even the page
about the ICO only offers information about incoming international students but not on
mobility opportunities for SQU students who want to go abroad.

The experts emphasise that it is very useful for students to spend some time abroad during
their studies to improve their English proficiency and to enhance their job opportunities. A

16
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good starting point to initiate international cooperations are the manifold personal inter-
national contacts of the faculty members.

Teachers at SQU have the opportunity to spend time abroad, either to pursue a higher
academic degree, but also for attending international conferences or conducting joint re-
search projects, even a sabbatical is possible.

In summary, the experts appreciate the effort to foster international mobility and support
SQU and the Department of Biology to further pursuing this path. However, the academic
mobility of students is still low and there is room for improvement.

Criterion 1.4 Admission requirements

Evidence:

e Self-Assessment Reports
e Webpage SQU: https://www.squ.edu.om
e SQU Undergraduate Academic Regulations

e Discussions during the audit

Preliminary assessment and analysis of the experts:
Admission to the Bachelor’s degree programmes is based on the grades of the high school

graduates. In order to be accepted at SQU, high school graduates must pass their School
Leaving Certificate with a certain grade. For example, For example, the College of Science
requires a minimum score of 65 % in the English language and in biology, chemistry, math-
ematics and physics (three out of this four subjects) examinations in the Oman General
Education Diploma. To enter a college and to choose a major, a student must complete the
“Foundation Programme”. In 2016, the College of Science introduced uniform criteria for
admission into all majors. The minimum criterion for admission into any programme in-
cludes a GPA of 2.0 and a grade of “C” in the courses selected by the department for the
choice of major. The admission requirements are detailed in the SQU Undergraduate Aca-
demic Regulations that are published every other year and that are available via SQU’s
homepage. There are no tuition fees for studying at SQU (in the Bachelor’s programmes).

The number of applications and accepted students for both Bachelor’s degree programmes
from 2018 to 2023 are shown in the following table. Red and black are for spring and fall
semesters, respectively.

17
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# Students that # Students # Students that # Students
Year apl:-li«arrc:ri1 L?;ra new ='Eﬁ\c;?ﬁ;)pr:§eirqtal applied fc_:r a new accepted in

. . major cm: -

En\éliroolgr;;ntal Biology” “Biotechjnology” ZoiEnln
2023 23+ 33 23 + 26 42 + 62 31 +43
2022 24 + 35 19 + 28 46 + 57 29 +24
2021 9 + no record 9+ 11 42 + no record 40 + 33
2020 16 + 21 16 + 21 28 + 35 28 + 35
2019 no r;cg;?; ne 14 + no record ne rs:sorc:; ne 21 no record
2018 37 + no record 12+ 20 27 + no record 21 + 31

Table 3: Number applications and accepted students for both Bachelor’s programmes, Source: SAR SQU

In summary, the experts find the terms of admission to the Bachelor’s degree programmes
to be binding and transparent. They confirm that the admission requirements support the
students in achieving the intended learning outcomes.

In order to be admitted to a Master’s programme at SQU, applicants need to a Bachelor’s
degree with a minimum cumulative GPA of 2.75 on a 4-point scale or a minimum cumula-
tive GPA ranging between 2.50 and 2.74 on a 4-point scale with a minimum of two years of
work experience. In addition, applicant need to verify their sufficient English proficiency,
for example an IELTS score of at least five or a score of 550 in a paper-based TOEFL. Candi-
dates from other disciplines may be asked to attend additional bridging courses before
starting the programme.

18



C Expert Report for the ASIIN Seal

The number of applications and accepted students for the Master’s degree programme

Biology from 2018 to 2023 are shown in the following table.

Year Applied for “MSc in Biology” Admitted in “MSc in Biology”
2018 20 6
2019 20 11
2020 16 4
2021 18 5
2022 13 9
2023 22 8

Table 4: Number applications and accepted students for the Master’s programme, Source: SAR SQU

The experts see that around 20 students apply for Master’s degree programme Biology

every year, however less than half of them are admitted in the programme. The pro-
gramme coordinators explain that several students do not join the programme due to fi-
nancial reasons. Master’s students have to pay a tuition fee (4000 OMR ~ 9520 € for non-
Omani and 3000 OMR ~ 7140 € for Omani students) and expect to receive a scholarship to
cover them. Full and partial scholarships for Master’s and PhD students are available, full
scholarships cover the tuition fees and living expenses are mostly provided for international
students in order to attract more foreign students and to promote internationalisation. If
applicants do not receive a scholarship, they will usually not join the Master’s programme
but apply at another university. In addition, announcement of scholarships is done after
registration, which is especially awkward for international students who need to know in
advance if they receive a scholarship or not.

The experts learn during the audit that for enrolling in the Master’s degree programme

Biology first the eligibility is verified (GPA, English proficiency). Then, around 17 candidates
are invited for an interview at the Department of Biology. During the interview, the candi-
dates are asked about their research interests and for their motivation in joining the Mas-
ter’s programme. The experts point out that no official regulation on the content of the
interview and the criteria for assessing the interview exists. It needs to be transparent for
all candidates, how the interviews are conducted and on what criteria the acceptance is
based. For this reason, the experts expect SQU and the Department of Biology to draw up
a respective regulation and make in transparent to all interested persons, e.g. by publishing
it on the programme’s webpage.

Criterion 1.5 Work load and credits
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Evidence:
e Self-Assessment Report

Study plans

Module descriptions

YSU Regulation on Study Process Organisation

Discussions during the audit

Preliminary assessment and analysis of the experts:
The Biotechnology and Environmental Biology degree programmes are designed for 122

Omani credits. According to the Self-Assessment Report, one Omani credit is defined as
one hour of lecture or three hours of practical work per week, the semester consists of 15
weeks. Thus, a three-credit course is normally two lectures (of 50 min) plus a three-hour
lab. The registration for the courses is done online (and so controlled by a computer pro-
gram) and usually students enroll for 12-15 credits each semester. Good students with a
GPA > 3 are allowed to register for an extra course (18 credits), while poor students (GPA
< 2) are only allowed 12 credits. Students who fall behind will have to prolong their studies.

The experts learn that most students finish their degree after eight or nine semesters and
that there is only a very low dropout rate among the students: Approximately 95% of the
students finish their degree. They see that as clear evidence for the adequate work load
and the overall quality of the degree programmes. This impression is confirmed during the
meeting with the students, which state that the work load is high but with effective time
management and serious effort, every student can pass the exams.

The experts point out that there can be no fixed conversion rate between Omani credits
and ECTS points. Therefore, the ECTS points need to be calculated separately for each
course. This is necessary, because the time students need for self-studies is different for
each course. Especially the ECTS point for the Master’s degree programme Biology need to

be re-calculated. Under the assumption that full time programmes should have a workload
of 30 ECTS points per semester, the Master’s programme should encompass around 120
ECTS point and not only half of this. As a consequence, Master’s graduates applying at in-
ternational universities for a PhD programme might be rejected, because the currently
awarded ECTS points do not comply with a four semester long Master’s programme. More-
over, exchange students from abroad will have difficulties with transferring their ECTS
points back to their home-university.

Since the workload of the students was only estimated by the programme coordinators and
seems to be too low in comparison to the actual time needed by the students, the experts
suggest re-evaluating the calculation of ECTS and engaging the students in verifying the
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weight of each module. This could e.g. be done by including a respective question in the
course questionnaires. For this reason, it would be useful to include a respective question
in the course questionnaires that are used for evaluating the quality of teaching and learn-
ing at the end of each semester. In any case, SQU must make sure that the actual workload
of the students and the awarded ECTS points correspond with each other. This is especially
necessary for the Master’s thesis, where students spent a lot of their time in the lab or on
self-studies.

The Bachelor’s degree programmes are designed to be completed within four academic
years. Unfortunately, data summarising the number of admitted students, dropout rates,
and the number of graduations were not submitted for both programmes. In order to bet-
ter assess the outcome of the programmes, the experts ask the Department of Biology to
submit the KPI for both Bachelor’s programmes together with its statement on the draft
report. However, during the audit, the Biotechnology students complain that their work-
load, especially in the last two semesters, is quite high, which leads to a prolongation of the
studies, as most students are not able to finish within eight but nine semesters. For this
reason, it would be necessary to verify the students’ total workload in the last two semes-
ters and it might be useful to split the last semester into two parts. In the first part, students
still attend some courses and in the second, they can concentrate on the graduation pro-
ject. Currently, students have to conduct their graduation project parallel to attending clas-
ses, which is not advisable.

On the other hand, the Department of Biology did submit KPI (number of drop-outs and
graduations, average length of studies) for the Master’s degree programme Biology. The

statistical data suggest that the degree programme can be completed within the regular
timeframe of two years (full time) and three years (part time).

Criterion 1.6 Didactic and Teaching Methodology

Evidence:
e Self-Assessment Report

e Study plans
e Module descriptions

e Discussions during the audit

Preliminary assessment and analysis of the experts:
During the classes, active and interactive teaching methods (e.g. lectures, discussions, re-
ports, presentations, and group work) are applied. SQU wants to encourage the students
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to gain knowledge from different scientific areas and wants them to be able to solve spe-
cific problems through an interdisciplinary approach. This should ultimately contribute to
the transition from a teacher centered to a student oriented teaching method. In order to
involve all students in the learning process and to develop their thinking and analytical
skills, the teaching staff uses several methods of training and gives assignments on different
levels of complexity.

The most common method of learning in the Bachelor’s degree programmes is class ses-
sion, with several courses having integrated laboratory work. Lecturers generally prepare
presentations to support the teaching process. At Bachelor level, the students first gain
theoretical knowledge and have more practical classes in their further studies. At Master
level, students conduct more individual scientific research. In general, the following teach-
ing methods are used in the degree programmes: lectures, seminars, laboratory classes,
internships, small group activities, and final thesis.

With individual or group assignments, such as discussions, presentations, or written tasks,
students are expected to improve their academic as well as their soft skills. Laboratory work
covers laboratory preparation, pre- or post-tests, laboratory exercises, reports, discussions,
and presentations. In addition, practical activities should enable students to be acquainted
with academic research methods.

In the Master’s degree programme Biology, more student centred learning models are ap-

plied in order to improve students’ analytical and scientific skills. To this end, in most
courses didactic methods such as cooperative learning, case studies, and project based
learning are applied. In general, the focus in the Master’s degree programme is on self-
organised learning and research oriented teaching and learning methods.

Teachers are encouraged and supported in using different and modern teaching and learn-
ing methods, including collaborative learning, use of video materials, flipped classroom,
and blended teaching.

Various teaching and learning methods (including lectures, computer training and class-
room and lab exercises, field trips, individual and group assignments, seminars, and pro-
jects, etc.) have been implemented. Structured activities include tutorials, homework, as-
signments (reading or problem exercises) and practical activities. Group project assign-
ments are given in some courses to develop students’ skills in teamwork, communication,
and leadership.

In summary, the experts considers the teaching methods and instruments to be suitable to
support the students in achieving the intended learning outcomes. In addition, they con-
firm that the study concepts of all programmes under review comprise a variety of modern
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teaching and learning forms as well as practical parts that are adapted to the respective
subject culture and study format. It actively involves students in the design of teaching and
learning processes (student-centred teaching and learning).

Final assessment of the experts after the comment of the Higher Education Institution
regarding criterion 1:

With respect to job opportunities, SQU explains in its statement that the majority of the
graduates are employed in the areas of health, agriculture, education, oil and gas, environ-
ment, where biotechnology-related skills are needed. As the Omani government is foster-
ing biotechnology and is trying to attract more international companies, it is expected that
the job perspectives will improve.

The experts appreciate that SQU will offer and a new minor in Medical Biotechnology in fall
2024. They also endorse introducing a new course in “Scientific Communication”, starting
the spring semester of 2024, in order to improve the students communication skills.

The experts understand that the name “Biology” for the Master’s degree programme sig-
nifies a broader range of education, which may improve the graduates’ job opportunities.
They just point out that the programmes’ content is more on Biotechnology.

The experts are glad that SQU agree with the usefulness of introducing an internship pro-
gramme and that it will not be easy to find suitable placements for all students. However,
conducting an internship will be a valuable asset for the students and introducing an in-
ternship coordinator is a very helpful step in the right direction.

The experts see that the department conducts weekly seminars with presentations of post-
graduate students (e.g., thesis progress, proposals, defences) and researchers. They just
notice that this opportunity is not well known among the students and should be better
promoted.

The experts acknowledge that SQU has recognised the benefits of promoting international
exchange programmes and offers support to this effect. The experts are convinced that the
efforts can be increased and that the students can be better motivated to spend some time
abroad.

The experts hope that the current policy of awarding the scholarships for graduate students
can be adjusted so that students know in advance if they can receive financial support or
not. Making the admission criteria transparent on the Master’s programme’s homepage is
also important.

The experts are glad to hear that the ECTS calculation was done separately for each course.
However, just relying on the teachers estimation is not sufficient, it is necessary to ask the

23



C Expert Report for the ASIIN Seal

students about their actual workload. Recalculating the ECTS points for the whole master’s
programme is part of this. SQU should submit the respective results in the further course

of the procedure.

The experts thank SQU for submitting a table showing the number of newly enrolled and
graduated Bachelor’s students. However, it would also have been nice to see some conclu-
sions on the provided data and some analysis on the average length of studies and number
of drop-outs.

The experts consider criterion 1 to be mostly fulfilled.

2. Exams: System, concept and organisation

Evidence:
e Self-Assessment Reports

e SQU Undergraduate Academic Regulations

e SQU Academic Regulations of Postgraduate Studies
e Academic Handbooks

e Study plans

e Module descriptions

Preliminary assessment and analysis of the experts:

According to the Self-Assessment Report, theory taught in the lectures is usually examined
by a mid-term exam and a final exam. There is a period in every semester for mid-term and
final exams. Students’ performance is not only evaluated based on the final examination
but assignments, quizzes, laboratory work, homework, mid-term exams, and seminar work
may also contribute to the final grade of a course. Examinations are typically written exams,
such as essays, problem-solving or case-based questions, and calculation problems. The
form of the exams for every module is specified in the associated module description
(course specification). Examinations are scheduled according to SQU’s academic calendar.

The SQU Undergraduate Academic Regulations demand that at least three components of
assessment contribute to the final grade with no component exceeding 60 %. If there is a
final exam, it must account for 40 - 60% of the final grade. A detailed description of all
required exams and their contribution to the final grade is included in each module descrip-
tion.
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If students miss a final exam, they are allowed to take a supplementary exam within 15
weeks, providing they present a certificate that is either: medical, psychiatric or social (e.g.
death in the family). Attendance is checked for each course, the students must sign for each
lecture and lab session, and an online system will be introduced next semester. The results
of an in-semester test are usually announced within one week after the test date. The dead-
lines for submission of final grades are set by the Deanship of Admission and Registration.
Students can also appeal their grades if they think the result is not correct. The procedure
is well known to them.

Each of the grades carries a numeric value for the purpose of calculating a weighted aver-
age on a 4.00 scale. These values are indicated below:

A 4.00 C+ 2.30
A- 3.70 C 2.00
B+ 3.30 C- 1.70
B 3.00 D+ 1.30
B- 2.70 D 1.00

Table 5: Numeric value of the grades, Source: SAR SQU

According to the regulations of SQU, all undergraduate students are required to maintain
a grade point average (GPA) of at least 2.0 out of 4.0. A student failing to maintain the GPA
of 2.0 will receive a warning.

Students wishing to graduate with a Bachelor of Science are required to conduct a gradua-
tion project (Bachelor’s thesis). For the current and future student cohorts, this 4-credit
course is to be completed over the course of two semesters (1 + 3 credits, respectively).
Specifically, students need to devote one semester to conducting literature research to
produce an original review of a specific field. In the following semester, students need to
conduct the actual research project, involving manipulations, data analyses and the pro-
duction of a report, and an oral presentation. Additionally, students are required to partake
in an interview regarding their project, which is conducted in front of three faculty mem-
bers.

During the audit, the experts learn that there are some problems at the Department of
Biology with assigning the Bachelor’s students to suitable topics for the graduation project.
Some teachers and topics are in higher demand than others are, which leads to an unequal
distribution of supervised theses. To solve this issue, a scheme for assigning the topics has
been devised, while taking into account the students’ wishes. However, some students are
obviously concerned that the topics are going to be assigned randomly and that they do
not have a choice to pick a topic according to their interests but are just assigned randomly
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to some supervisor. The programme coordinators explain that students still have a choice
but equal distribution to all teachers is also important. The experts understand these prob-
lems and point out the new system should be made transparent to the students and the
reason should be explained to them. This way, the students’ concerns might be solved.

Master’s students must finish the degree requirements with a minimum cumulative GPA
of 3.00. For the Master’s thesis, students must do the requisite literature review, conduct
the research, evaluate the results, write the report, and present the findings in an oral de-
fense. This work should include a novel application of concepts. In the second semester,
students should identify the research problem in cooperation with their supervisor. After
completing at least 12 credits of coursework, students should register for the thesis in the
third semester.

As part of the on-site visit, the experts also inspect exemplary examinations as well as Bach-
elor's and Master's theses from all courses of study. Overall, they are satisfied with the
quality of the examinations and theses.

Relevant rules for organizing and conducting examination, assessment criteria, procedures
in case of re-sits, disability compensation measures, proceedings in case of illness and other
mitigating circumstances are transparently put into legal regulations. Students and lectur-
ers confirm in discussions that both sides are aware of the regulations, and the experts
have the impression that this system is operative with the aim to meet the requirements
of the students as far as possible. In discussions, students describe the organization of ex-
aminations as transparent and responsive to their needs. This judgment explicitly includes
the policy of retaking the course in the case of a failure.

By studying the Self-Assessment Reports and from discussions during the audit, the experts
gain the impression that the methods used by the teaching staff at the College of Science
for assessing learning outcomes are mostly appropriate. The examination methods depend
on the subject and the intended learning outcomes and range from mid-term and final ex-
aminations, laboratory works to subject-specific assignments and projects. The exams are
usually written exams (e.g. quizzes, essay questions, calculation problems, or multiple-
choice questions) there are only a few oral exams, for example for presenting the final pro-
ject.

From studying the Self-Assessment Report and from discussions during the visit, the ex-
perts gain the impression that the methods used by the teaching staff at the Department
of Biology for assessing learning outcomes are generally appropriate.

Final assessment of the experts after the comment of the Higher Education Institution
regarding criterion 2:
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SQU does not comment on this criterion in its statement.

The experts consider criterion 2 to be fulfilled.

3. Resources

Criterion 3.1 Staff

Evidence:
e Self-Assessment Reports

Staff Handbook

Study plans

Module descriptions

Discussions during the audit

Preliminary assessment and analysis of the experts:

At Sultan Qaboos University, the staff members have different academic positions. There
are full professors, associate professors, assistant professors and teaching assistants/de-
monstrators. The academic position of every staff member is based on research activities,
publications, academic education, supervision of students, and other supporting activities.
All professors (full, associate, and assistant) needs to hold a PhD degree.

According to the Self-Assessment Report, the Department of Biology currently employs 20
full-time teachers (2 full professors, 10 associate professors, and 8 assistant professors). In
addition, there are currently four visiting professors and four lecturers/part-time teachers.
Moreover, 12 graduate students on scholarship are assigned duties in labs and tutorial ses-
sions of introductory courses. Finally, the Department of Biology is supported by 14 tech-
nical staff members, who are in charge of preparing the lab and/or the field material, in
addition, to supporting in teaching the practical sessions. All technical staff members hold
degrees in science or engineering. Furthermore, the Department has two coordinators who
look after the administrative duties.

In order to strengthen the sharing of scientific knowledge within the department, research-
ers and lecturers from other universities and from abroad are invited to give a guest lec-
ture. The experts appreciate that the Biology Department has an international academic
staff, with teachers coming from Oman and several other countries. The teachers all con-
duct research activities and have manifold international contacts and collaborations.
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The experts discuss with SQU’s management and the Department of Biology about the uni-
versity’s policies and strategies for hiring new staff members. Accordingly, the Head of De-
partment is asked to submit a request indicating vacant positions and the need for hiring a
specific expert in a field of research and teaching. Vacancies and job specifications are an-
nounced internationally and the number of applications is very high. Obviously, SQU is a
very attractive employer. For example, there were around 3500 applications for the re-
cently announced five open positions at the Department of Biology. These positions have
been filled in the meantime. New teachers are usually hired as assistant professors and it
takes a minimum of four years before teachers can be promoted to the next academic level.
All new teachers need to have a PhD degree as well as research and teaching experience.
Only in the Foundation Programme, some of the teachers have a Master’s degree. Non-
Omani teachers receive three-year contracts; Omani teachers are employed for life. With
respect to promotion from associate to full professor, mostly research activities and publi-
cations is taken into account. There is a detailed regulation on the involved procedures and
criteria and all the teachers are well informed about it.

The usual teaching load in a semester is 10 to 12 contact hours per week, which includes
lectures and laboratory sessions. The department may reduce the course load of a teacher
who is assigned a special duty by the department, the college, or the university. The teach-
ers confirm that the teaching load is mostly adequate and leaves enough room for conduct-
ing research activities and fulfilling their administrative tasks.

In summary, the experts confirm that the composition, scientific orientation, and qualifica-
tion of the teaching staff are suitable for successfully implementing and sustaining the de-
gree programmes. The experts are very impressed by the excellent and open-minded at-
mosphere among the students and the staff members. The teaching staff is dedicated to
SQU and the Department of Biology and always focused on improving the quality of the
degree programmes.

Support and assistance

Sultan Qaboos University offers a comprehensive advisory system for all undergraduate
students. At the start of the first semester, every student is assigned to an academic advi-
sor. Each academic advisor is a member of the academic staff and is a student’s first port
of call for advice or support on academic or personal matters. In the Department of Biology,
about 20 students from each cohort are assigned to one academic advisor.

The role of the academic advisor is to help the students with the process of orientation
during the first semesters, the introduction to academic life and the university’s commu-
nity, and to respond promptly to any questions. They also offer general academic advice,
make suggestions regarding relevant careers and skills development and help if there are
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problems with other teachers. The students confirm during the discussion with the experts
that they all have an academic advisor whom they can approach if guidance is needed.

Involved in support and assistance are furthermore programme coordinators as well as all
members of the teaching staff. The teaching staff offers office hours for meeting students.
Sufficient resources for an effective support and assistance system exist and are appreci-
ated and accepted by the students.

SQU offers an orientation week for new students, during which they are made aware of
their rights and responsibilities. The students are referred to the relevant documents,
which are either available on the University website or handed as hard copies to them. For
example, the code of conduct is available in Arabic in the University Executive Regulations
together with Academic Misconduct Policy.

In general, students stress that the teachers are open minded, communicate well with
them, take their opinions and suggestions into account, and that changes are implemented
if necessary.

Finally, students can take part at several non-curricular activities, which include arts, sports,
religious and other interests.

The experts confirm that there are enough resources available to provide individual assis-
tance, advice, and support for all students. The support system helps the students to
achieve the intended learning outcomes and to complete their studies successfully and
without delay. The students are well informed about the services available to them.

The experts appreciate the dedication and open-minded attitude of the teaching staff for
supporting and assisting students. This strong engagement is directly reflected by dedica-
tion, contentment, and respect of the students towards their teachers, as expressed in con-
versations the experts have during the audit

Criterion 3.2 Staff development

Evidence:

e Self-Assessment Reports
e Staff Handbook

e Discussions during the audit

Preliminary assessment and analysis of the experts:
SQU encourages training of its academic and technical staff for improving their abilities
and teaching methods. As described in the Self-Assessment Reports, SQU has established
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the Center for Excellence in Teaching and Learning (CETL), which supports the teaching
staff in further developing their didactic and professional skills. To this end, it offers sev-
eral workshops and training courses on various issues related to teaching and learning.
Participating teachers can receive a Certificate in Higher Education Teaching and Learn-
ing.

The Department of Biology also encourages the faculty members to conduct research ac-
tivities and to participate in national and international conferences and workshops, which
keeps them up to date with the recent developments in the fields of biology.

The experts discuss with the members of the teaching staff the opportunities to develop
their personal skills and learn that the teachers are satisfied with the internal qualification
programme at SQU, their opportunities to further improve their didactic abilities and to
spend some time abroad to attend conferences, workshops, or seminars; even a sabbatical
leave is possible.

The experts see that there are sufficient financial resources available to develop the com-
petence of the academic staff members for taking part in research projects or for attending
conferences or other events like scientific seminars, trainings, and workshops in order to
stay up to date with the scientific development in their area of expertise and to increase
their competences.

In summary, the experts confirm that Sultan Qaboos University offers sufficient support
mechanisms and opportunities for members of the teaching staff who wish for further de-
velop their professional and teaching skills.

Criterion 3.3 Funds and equipment

Evidence:
e Self-Assessment Reports

e Visitation of the facilities

e Discussions during the audit

Preliminary assessment and analysis of the experts:

The experts discuss with representatives of SQU’s management funding issues and availa-
ble financial resources for the College of Science and the Department of Biology. They learn
that the Omani government provides most funding (around 80 %). The Ministry of Higher
Education, Research and Innovation is responsible for the majority of the funding, which is
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used to fund all teaching and research activities, such as the purchase of basic and techno-
logical equipment, research projects, conferences, workshops, seminars, and scientific
publications. In addition, there are some cooperations with companies, but this is limited
because there is not much industry in the area of Muscat.

Additional funds from SQU, the College of Science, and the Department of Biology are avail-
able for research activities, but teachers have to apply form them. Small research grants
are also available for undergraduate and postgraduate students for conducting their grad-
uation projects from the Omani government.

The provided budget allows the Department of Biology to conduct the study programmes
as well as some specific activities, including research activities and participation in interna-
tional conferences. In addition, SQU provides dormitories, bookstore, cafeteria, a hospital
and several facilities for cultural, sports and other extracurricular activities to achieve a
positive balance between academic and extracurricular activities.

One critical point from the experts’ point of view is the fact that not all the teaching labor-
atories in the College of Science follow international safety standards. The experts point
out that the basic personal protective equipment needs to be available to all persons work-
ing in laboratories, this includes safety goggles, laboratory coats, and hand gloves. It must
be worn all the time when working in the laboratory. Additionally posters with safety in-
structions, first aid kids, emergency showers, and fire extinguishers should be installed in
every laboratory. On the other hand, the research laboratories in the Department of Biol-
ogy are all following Good Laboratory Practise (GLP) and there are no issues concerning
safety measures.

The Department of Biology also hosts the Central Analytical and Applied Research Unit
(CAARU), which is an ISO 9001-2008 certified laboratory. The unit is well equipped with all
major instrumentations required for different types of analyses. The unit has three depart-
ments namely mass Spectrometry & Chromatography, Material Sciences, and Cellular &
Molecular Biology. CAARU also provides training to students, researchers and staff from
SQU, and other institutions in Oman and abroad.

From visiting the facilities and classrooms the experts gain the impression that infrastruc-
ture is adequate for education according to the aims of the degree programmes under re-
view. The teaching laboratories are sufficiently equipped to meet the basic requirements
for teaching. However, some of the visited teaching laboratories are in need of renova-
tion and the outdated instruments should be replaced. The wooden tables could be re-
placed by more suitable benches and some of the he broken instruments and glassware
could be removed. This is necessary especially with regard to handling genetically modi-
fied organisms, which is an important issue in many countries outside of Oman. On the
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other hand, the research laboratories of the department are well equipped and are suffi-
cient to carry out the research projects.

The academic staff members emphasise that from their point of view, all three pro-
grammes under review receive sufficient funding for teaching and learning activities. There
are no serious difficulties associated with either human resources in terms of lecturers and
lab assistants available or other supporting facilities to conduct the teaching and learning
activities. The lab equipment is mostly in sound condition and is adequate and feasible to
support academic activities in both classroom and laboratory settings. The experts espe-
cially appreciate the modern facilities at the Central Analytical and Applied Research Unit.
The students confirm this positive impression and state their satisfaction with the available

resources.

During the discussion with the students, the experts learn that in several practical courses
of the Bachelor’s programmes the experiments are prepared by the technical staff mem-
bers and not by the students. The experts point out that it is essential for all students to
get sufficient hands-on experience in the laboratory. For this reason, SQU needs to make
sure that students prepare and conduct all the experiments in the teaching laboratories by
themselves.

In summary, the experts consider the available funds, the technical equipment, and the
infrastructure (laboratories, library, seminar rooms etc.) to comply — except of the men-
tioned restrictions- with the requirements for adequately sustaining the degree pro-

grammes.

Final assessment of the experts after the comment of the Higher Education Institution
regarding criterion 3:

The experts are glad that SQU agrees with their comment regarding the need to uphold
international safety standards in the laboratories and will upgrade them. Additionally, it is
essential to make clear to all teachers that students need to conduct the experiments by
themselves. Increase in budget for the teaching lab consumables and equipment so that
the experiments can be conducted by groups of 2-3 students is an important step in the
right direction. The experts expect SQU to verify the implemented improvements in the
further course of the procedure.

The experts consider criterion 3 to be mostly fulfilled.
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4. Transparency and documentation

Criterion 4.1 Module descriptions

Evidence:

Self-Assessment Reports
Module descriptions
Webpage SQU: https://www.squ.edu.om

Webpage Department of Biology: https://www.squ.edu.om/science/Depart-
ments/Biology

Webpage Ba Biotechnology: https://www.squ.edu.om/science/Departments/Biol-
ogy/BSc-in-Biotechnology

Webpage Ba Environmental Biology: https://www.squ.edu.om/science/Depart-
ments/Biology/BSc-in-Environmental-Biology

Webpage Ma Biology: https://www.squ.edu.om/science/Departments/Bio-
logy/Postgraduate

Discussions during the audit

Preliminary assessment and analysis of the experts:

Sultan Qaboos University provides module descriptions for all three programmes under

review that include all necessary information about teaching methods, intended learning

outcomes, content, admission and examination requirements, forms of assessment, de-

tails explaining how the final mark is calculated, and biographical references.

However, the experts point out that the module descriptions for the Master’s thesis is not

complete; it does not include the necessary information about the awarded credit hours

and ECTS points and the students’ total workload (contact hours, time for self-studies). For

this reason, the experts expect SQU to update the module description for the Master’s

thesis and include all required information.

Criterion 4.2 Diploma and Diploma Supplement

Evidence:

Self-Assessment Reports
Sample Diploma for each degree programme

Sample Diploma Supplement for each degree programme
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Preliminary assessment and analysis of the experts:

The experts confirm that the students of all degree programmes under review are
awarded a Diploma and a Diploma Supplement after graduation. The Diploma consists
of a Diploma Certificate and a Transcript of Records. The Diploma Supplement contains
all required information about the degree programme and follows the European tem-
plate.

The Transcript of Records lists all the courses that the graduate has completed, the
achieved grades, and cumulative GPA. However, the Transcript of Records should also
list the awarded ECTS points for each course.

Criterion 4.3 Relevant rules

Evidence:

e Self-Assessment Reports

e All relevant regulations as published on the university’s and department’s webpages

Preliminary assessment and analysis of the experts:

The experts confirm that the rights and duties of both SQU and the students are clearly
defined and binding. All relevant course-related information is available in Arabic and Eng-
lish and accessible for all stakeholders.

Final assessment of the experts after the comment of the Higher Education Institution
regarding criterion 4:

The experts point out that the information about the Master’s thesis on the programme’s
homepage is still incomplete. As for every other course, the module descriptions needs
include the necessary information about the awarded credit hours and ECTS points and the
students’ total workload (contact hours, time for self-studies). For this reason, the experts
expect SQU to update the module description for the Master’s thesis and include all re-
quired information.

The experts consider criterion 4 to be mostly fulfilled.
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5. Quality management: quality assessment and develop-
ment

Evidence:
e Self-Assessment Reports

e Academic Handbooks

e Discussions during the audit

Preliminary assessment and analysis of the experts:

The experts discuss the quality management system at Sultan Qaboos University with the
programme coordinators and the students. They learn that there is a continuous process
in order to improve the quality of the degree programmes and it is carried out through
internal and external quality assessment.

Internal evaluation of the quality of the degree programmes is provided through the Biol-
ogy Curriculum committee (which reports to the Biology Departmental Board) and through
student participation. Students provide feedback through their representatives on the Stu-
dent Liaison Committee, through course questionnaires (an on-line questionnaire) and via
direct communication with the teaching staff and the Head of Department.

On college level, the QA processes are coordinated by the Quality Assurance and Academic
Accreditation Unit with the goal of enhancing the academic performance at Sultan Qaboos
University. QA processes are designed for the continuous improvement of the degree pro-
grammes through monitoring, assessing, and analysing the teaching and learning methods.
The Departments of Biology is part of the College of Science. The head of the college is the
Dean, who also acts as the chair of the College Board. The Dean manages the college and
is responsible for the results.

External quality assessment of the degree programmes is provided by institutional accred-
itation of the university by the national Omani accreditation agency. In addition, an exter-
nal examiner reviews the degree programmes every year. Finally, there is an advisory board
at the College of Science, where representatives from ministries and companies discuss
with the Dean and the Head of Departments their needs and wishes according to the de-
mands of the labor market.

The organizational structure of SQU is depicted in the following diagram:
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There is an online survey to ask the students about their opinion on the quality of the clas-
ses; it offers the students the opportunity to give feedback on each module. Via the online
platform, the students can give feedback about their classes at the end of each semester.
These course questionnaires aim at continuously improving the degree programmes and
at creating a supportive and effective learning environment for students. When there is
negative feedback in the student course questionnaires, the Department of Biology first
talks to the involved teacher, analyses the problems, and offers guidance. If problems are
not solved, the teacher receives an official warning and as a last resort, non-Omani staff
members may have to leave the university.

Moreover, students can also directly address the Head of Department. To this end, there
was a first meeting this semester between students and the Head of the Department. The
experts appreciate this initiative and suggest conducting this meeting regularly and repre-
sentatives of all batches should be invited.

The course questionnaires are conducted in week 12 of the semester. However, the results
are usually not discussed with the students, because the teachers receive them only after
the end of the exam period. Participation is voluntary and the response rate rather low.
Currently, there is no feedback to the students about the results of the course question-
naires. For this reason, the experts point out that the Department of Biology needs to make
sure that all students receive information on the results of the course questionnaires and
that the surveys are conducted anonymously.
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The Staff-Student Liaison Committee is supposed to serve this purpose. There are two stu-
dents from each cohort plus Master’s and PhD students in this committee and they meet
at least once a semester with the staff members. There is also a Staff-Student Liaison Com-
mittee at the College level. Moreover, the University has an elected Student Advisory
Board, which represents the students with the university's higher administration.

However, during the discussion with the students, the experts learn that the students do
not know their representatives on the Staff-Student Liaison Committee and, thus, do not
receive a feedback on the results of the course questionnaires. Therefore, it would be use-
ful to announce officially, which students are members of the liaison committee and how
they can be contacted. In addition, the experts suggest including a question about the stu-
dents’ workload in the course questionnaire (see criterion 1.5.).

The experts discuss with the representatives of SQU’s if there are regular meetings to dis-
cuss the needs and requirements of the employers and the job market. They learn that
there is an advisory board with external stakeholders at the College of Science. The experts
appreciate that SQU stays in contact with its alumni and the employers. However, no aca-
demic advisory board at the Department of Biology exists. As the experts consider the input
of the employers to be very important for the further development of the degree pro-
grammes, they recommend establishing an academic advisory board at the Department of
Biology in order to discuss regularly with about the needs of the job market and new de-
velopments in the area of biology and biotechnology. The advisory board should consist of
a group of professionals, employers, and experts of the relevant fields from outside the
university. Especially in fast developing scientific fields, it is important to have a close com-
munication with the different stakeholders, especially the strong public sector in Oman.
For example, there is the National Biotechnology Committee, which was established in
2021. It has the task of creating an overall national strategy, reviewing all current legisla-
tion, regulations and controls in Oman regarding the regulation of the use of biotechnology
and its products in the medical and agricultural fields as well as in other industries. A rep-
resentative from Sultan Qaboos University is a member of the National Biotechnology Com-
mittee.

To better prepare students for entering the job market, SQU has established the Center of
Career Guidance, which offers several services for employers and students to consolidate
the relationship between SQU and various business sectors. It also provides guidance and
advice to SQU students in choosing and planning their career pathway and identifying the
ways of preparing for a job. Finally, SQU has an Alumni Office, which regularly conducts an
alumni survey. In addition, the Department of Biology is keeping in touch with their alumni
but they do not keep any official statistics on the employment areas or employment rates.
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In summary, the expert group confirms that the quality management system —despite mi-
nor issues - is suitable to identify weaknesses and to improve the degree programmes. Stu-
dents and all other stakeholders are involved in the process.
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D Additional Documents

Before preparing their final assessment, the panel ask that the following missing or unclear
information be provided together with the comment of the Higher Education Institution on
the previous chapters of this report:

- KPI of the Bachelor’s degree programmes
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E Comment of the Higher Education Institution

(12.01.2024)

SQU provides the following statement:

“After conducting an on-site evaluation of the BSc programs in Biotechnology and Environ-

mental Biology, as well as the MSc program in Biology at SQU in November 2023, the ASIIN

peers compiled their findings and conclusions in the accreditation report. In the following

document, SQU responds and/or comments to the peers ‘concerns’ and/or ‘suggestions’

regarding our programs.

The peers offered conclusions regarding the Bachelor’s degree program in Biotechnology

regarding the job prospects of Omani students. Page 9.

SQU agrees with what is reported, specifically the rather modest scope for employ-
ment in the biotechnological sector of Oman. Oman has a limited market and a num-
ber of industries to absorb all graduating students in the Biotechnology program.
However, the majority of the graduates are employed in allied private and govern-
mental sectors related to health, agriculture, education, oil and gas, environment,
where biotechnology-related skills are needed. Nevertheless, with the emerging Na-
tional Strategy on Biotechnology that is adopted by the government in Oman, it is en-
visaged that the employment of our graduates in the field will increase. Moreover, the
Investment Authority of Oman is now attracting international biotechnology compa-
nies to invest in Oman, and these companies have already approached us to employ
our students.

Our program has made great strides in promoting ‘soft skills’ in students, namely
communication skills (both orally, visually and in writing), problem-solving skills, and
safety awareness. This has been achieved mostly by having compulsory final under-
graduate thesis projects. Note: these skills have also been developed in students en-
rolled in our Environmental Biology program. These skills have enabled our students
to adopt to different working environments.

We thank ASIIN team for endorsing our efforts in introducing a new minor in medical
biotechnology in order to increase the chances of our students to get employment in
medical-related sectors. We assure you that progress has already been made and a
new course in Medical Biotechnology has already been designed and waiting for the
necessary approvals to be offered in Fall 2024. The development of the minor in Med-
ical Biotechnology, which consists of 18 credits taken from a selection of courses, be-
sides the major specialization, is already underway. This new minor will include new
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courses including Introduction to Medical Biotechnology, Immuno-Technologies, Per-
sonalized Medicine, Biopharmaceuticals Applications, and Genetics. These courses will
cater to a vast array of biotechnology students at SQU and should promote their
scope for employability in the medical biotechnology sector of Oman, and potentially
elsewhere. So far, the response of students regarding these new courses has been
overly positive.

The peers expressed their conclusions regarding the skills necessary for MSc students to
possess. Page 9.

We agree with the peers’ assessment regarding the necessity for graduate students to
possess strong communication skills. In view of promoting these skills in our students,
a course in “Scientific Communication (BIOL6226)” has been made available to all
postgraduate students of the Biology Department of SQU, starting the spring semes-
ter of 2024. The learning outcomes of this course include developing skills in writing,
presentation, information literacy, visual communication, ethical communication, au-
dience awareness, peer review, critical thinking, collaboration, and adaptability to ef-
fectively convey scientific information to diverse audiences.

The peers were concerned with the name of the MSc degree program in Biology. Page 10.

We agree with the peers relative to the fact that the MSc program in Biology offered
at SQU is heavily weighted toward biotechnology, as per the curriculum associated
with this program. Many of our postgraduate students initially complete their under-
graduate degrees in our biotechnology program, and the MSc courses are designed to
build on their existing knowledge and elevate the level of their skills in modern tech-
nologies and prepare them to work with industries. In the second year of their post-
graduate studies, the primary focus shifts to their thesis research, with the specializa-
tion determined by the chosen thesis topic. This often involves crucial areas of funda-
mental biology research required by our country, ranging from molecular to species-
level studies, and retaining the term "Biology" in our program's nomenclature ensures
inclusivity for a diverse array of thesis topics that students can select. An additional
advantage of retaining the name of the MSc degree is to increase the employability of
our students in the Education sector, where jobs are more abundant and very often
the preferred career path for many of our MSc graduates, especially females. Addi-
tionally, our PhD program also follows this nomenclature to accommodate a broad
spectrum of biological science areas that are essential to meet the needs of various
stakeholder organizations in our country.

In this regard, we would like to draw attention to the fact that the MSc Biology pro-
gram was initiated in 1986, with its content consistently evolving to match the market
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needs. Moreover, the process of changing the name of any program at SQU is a lengthy
process (may take up to 2-3 years), and requires approvals of many administrative lev-
els. The department will discuss this issue internally from all perspectives to find out
the best way forward

The peers were concerned with the absence of a systematic internship program, given
such an experience, promotes employability and the development of soft skills. Page 14.

We agree with the peers regarding the value of making available internships to under-
graduate students to provide them with first-hand experience in their related field of
study within a business and/or government. Given the limited number of vacancies that
may be offered to students in Oman, the approach poses challenges when considering of-
fering internships to all undergraduate students. Nonetheless, such an internship pro-
gram can accommodate a few, highly motivated, students. The department has become
part of a governmental initiative called “Edaad”, where students work for one year in dif-
ferent industries in Oman, with this experience being calculated as a two-course equiva-
lent, or a total of 6 hours. For this purpose, we introduced two new courses called Intern-
ship | (BIOL5511), Internship 2 (BIOL5512) and Special Topics in Entrepreneurship and In-
novation Management in Bioeconomy (BIOL5110) to accommodate this program. For the
reasons mentioned above, we have a few students who have become part of this pro-
gram. Nonetheless, students have been involved in a number of industry sectors including
Al-biosecurity (biosensors), thin-film technology and nanomedicine, bio-informatics and
genetic engineering.

e The department has now initiated a discussion on introducing summer internships for
our students as a new “elective” and we are in the process of establishing an intern-
ship coordinator who can facilitate potential internships in Omani business and/or
government.

e As mentioned above, the Department of Biology made substantial efforts to enhance
the development of soft skills among undergraduate students. We recognize the im-
portance of these skills to prospective employers. Consequently, by making the final
undergraduate thesis a mandatory requirement, we have witnessed significant im-
provement in these skills, as they are closely tied to scholarly performance. While we
acknowledge the fact that undergraduate theses may not entirely replace internships,
we have noted substantial improvements in students’ communication, problem-solv-
ing and skills related to safety.
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The conclusions drawn by the peers concerning the curriculum of the Bachelor's degree
program in Biotechnology, suggesting for an expansion of course offerings in medical bi-
otechnology. Page 15.

As mentioned above, we are preparing new courses in Medical Biotechnology and a
new minor in Medical and Pharmaceutical Biotechnology. Progress is ongoing and we
anticipate offering these courses as early as Fall 2024. Courses including Embryology,
Immunology, and others with relevance to medical biotechnology, will be offered to
undergraduate students enrolled in our Biotechnology program.

The peers were concerned regarding offering department seminars. Page 15.

Contrary to what may be believed by the peers, the department conducts weekly
seminars. These seminars encompass various topics, including the scholarly work of
postgraduate students (e.g., thesis progress, proposals, defences) and presentations
by researchers from our department and others. In the last semester, a list of the
seminars that have been conducted at the department level. Nevertheless, the de-
partment is committed to improving the visibility of these seminars and ensuring that
students are well-informed. To achieve this, we plan to involve the undergraduate
student representatives, who can subsequently inform their peers about upcoming
seminars. Additionally, a new course in Scientific Communication has been introduced
(as previously outlined), which will require enrolled students to attend departmental
seminars to assess the presenter's performance.

Furthermore, the Department has established an annual symposium on Biotechnology
and Conservation, which not only involves the participation of researchers but also
national and international stakeholders, including businesses, government and NGOs.
This symposium was mandatory for students to attend and received very positive ap-
praisal and participation.

The peers were concerned with the necessity to promote international mobility among
undergraduate students (and faculty). Pages 16-17.

The Department wholeheartedly promotes international exchanges of undergraduate
students to foreign institutions to broaden their expertise and further their formation.
To this effect, some programs are already in place, one of which is the Erasmus Pro-
gram, which is a European Union initiative that promotes international student and
staff mobility in higher education. It is one of the most well-known and successful pro-
grams for international education and cooperation in the world. Students in other de-
partments have already partaken in this program. However, undergraduate students
in the Department of Biology have yet to engage in this program. The International
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Cooperation Office of SQU aims to strengthen the University’s profile and promote in-
ternational collaboration. Information regarding potential student exchange can be
found on their homepage (https://www.squ.edu.om/About/University-Administra-

tion/Office-of-the-Assistant-VC-for-International-Cooperation/-Student-Exchange-Ap-
plication).
Nevertheless, the Department is dedicated to enhancing the visibility of this infor-

mation on its website. Recognizing the significant impact that exchange programs can
have on the academic development of certain students, we aim to make these oppor-
tunities more easily accessible.

However, the Department also acknowledges the challenges that most students may
face when contemplating an international exchange program. Primarily, students
would need to bear the expenses associated with such exchanges, unless scholarships
are provided. Additionally, given the cultural background and heritage of Omani stu-
dents, international exchanges would necessitate meticulous planning and considera-
tion.

Regarding the enhancement of English language proficiency, we acknowledge the
benefits of international exchanges in this regard. Nevertheless, it's important to note
that SQU provides various resources for this purpose. One such resource is the IELTS
program, one of the world's most renowned English language programs and tests,
which is available to SQU students. This program includes practical components aimed
at facilitating students' improvement in English. Students can obtain information and
register at the following website: https://www.squ.edu.om/cps/IELTS

The faculty has the opportunity to attend and present their work at an international
conference each year, thanks to the funds allocated for this purpose. In the past five
years, at yearly international conference attendances by faculty took place. Moreover,
in every research grant, it is possible to request travel money and exchange visits with
international collaborators, for a total amount of 2000 OMR per project. A number of
our staff have managed to secure these funds.

The peers were concerned relative to the discrepancy between the MSc application pro-

cess, and the announcement of receiving a scholarship for study. Page 19.

We agree with the peers regarding the need to inform students regarding the obten-
tion of a potential fellowship before his/her acceptance to enrol in the MSc program.
The current procedure is for all the colleges in the SQU. We have communicated this
concern with SQU Deanship of Postgraduate Studies and with the DVC for Research
and Postgraduate Studies and they are in the process of changing the schedule re-
garding the announcement of fellowships. This will help prospective candidates in de-
ciding whether to enrol in a postgraduate program.
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The peers commented on the MSc admission, specifically on the necessity to present the
regulations associated with the interview process and the criteria for assessing MSc can-
didates. Page 19.

It's important to acknowledge that the admission criteria are outlined in the postgrad-
uate guidelines and on the SQU website. We appreciate the peers’ input, which has
prompted us to reiterate and emphasize this information to ensure that all prospec-
tive students may easily access the admission requirements. We agree with the peers
regarding the necessity of having transparent criteria by which applicants to the post-
graduate program are judged. The Department has now rectified this situation and
provided a rubric for assessment. Please see Evidence Document 1 [MSc Rubrics], at-
tached. This information will be uploaded to the MSc website:
https://www.squ.edu.om/ps/programs/articleid/783/msc-in-biology, and will be sent

to all applicants before conducting the entrance exam and the interview.

Peers commented on the workload and credits, and more specifically, on the number of
ECTS points calculated for each undergraduate module. Page 20.

While we agree with the peers that no fixed conversion rate between Omani credits
and ECTS points can be afforded, the ECTS allocated for each undergraduate module
was calculated separately for each course. Calculations of workload were conducted
based on the module’s coordinator’s appraisal of the time required to conduct self-
study. As such, these credits were not awarded ‘in batch’, but were rather individu-
ally calculated. The Department has endeavored to standardize the overall amount of
material presented to students in each course during a semester. Despite the individ-
ual ECTS calculations, there we attempted to maintain consistency in workload across
courses. Nonetheless, as detailed below, future students’ assessments of a given
module will be given before the end of the semester, thereby allowing the module’s
coordinator to adjust, if needed, the course workload. Additionally, such assessments
will also inquire about qualitative and quantitative aspects regarding the efforts in-
volved in self-study.

The peers commented on the number of ECTS points awarded for the MSc degree pro-
gram in Biology, which seems too low compared to established European standards.
Pages 20-21.

e We concur with the peers regarding the importance of offering clear and transpar-
ent information on the effort required for completing an MSc degree in Biology.
Alongside this, determining the appropriate number of credited ECTS is crucial.
Following the commonly accepted calculation of ECTS credits, where one credit
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equates to approximately 24-30 hours of study (including self-study), we have
reached the following conclusion regarding the total number of ECTS credits re-
quired.

For the first year of the MSc program, comprising both semesters one and two,
which encompass theoretical classes and laboratory work, a typical workload in-
volves approximately 30 hours per week of scholarly activities, with an additional
20 hours allocated for self-study. In the second year, encompassing semesters three
and four, which primarily focuses on thesis completion and experimental work, stu-
dents are expected to dedicate an average of 50 hours per week to their studies/ex-
periments.

Based on these workload assessments, the calculation of ECTS credits results in
25 credits for each semester, culminating in a total of 100 ECTS credits for the entire
MSc degree program. These calculations consider a 15-week semester. This number
of ECTS credits is consistent with information provided on the “European Credit
Transfer and Accumulation System” website, which stipulates that an MSc degree
program should include between 90 and 120 ECTS credits.

The peers made the following comment: “The Bachelor’s degree programmes are de-
signed to be completed within four academic years. Unfortunately, data summarising the
number of admitted students, dropout rates, and the number of graduations were not
submitted for both programmes. In order to better assess the outcome of the pro-
grammes, the experts ask the Department of Biology to submit the KPI for both Bachelor’s
programmes together with its statement on the draft report.” Page 21.

e Please see the Evidence Document 2 [KPI], attached.

The peers communicated their concerns regarding safety in the teaching laboratories,
particularly regarding the benches' quality and the availability of safety equipment, in-
cluding the need to renovate (enhance) the lab facilities. Pages 30-31.

We agree with the peers regarding the need to uphold international standards of
safety. The College of Science and the Department of Biology have committees de-
voted to standardizing safety in all locations, including the teaching labs. Any missing
equipment has either been provided or has been requested.

e While we concur with the peers' concerns about the age of our teaching laboratories,

we contend that their current condition is adequate to meet safety standards and
support effective lab teaching. This assessment is based on information provided by
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our technical staff and safety committee, which confirms the absence of significant
incidents attributable to the benches or equipment. Our benches undergo annual
polishing and revarnishing to maintain a smooth and safe working surface. Neverthe-
less, we have requested funds for potential lab updates and anticipate renovation in
the near future, possibly during the summer of 2024.

The peers pointed out the necessity for all students to get sufficient hands-on experience
in the laboratory. Page 31.

The laboratories offered in the Department of Biology require that students prepare
and conduct all the experiments by themselves. This issue has been recurrently dis-
cussed in the department board meetings and it was made clear that students should
be responsible for their experiments. Moreover, the Department has requested an
increase in budget for the teaching lab consumables and equipment that would ena-
ble every student (or groups of 2-3 students) to run their own experiment. Moreover,
SQU provides students with the chance to enhance their practical skills by assisting in
the preparation and management of teaching labs during their free time, with com-
pensation offered for their efforts.

The peers pointed out that the module description for the Master’s thesis is not complete,
as it does not include information about the awarded credit hours, ECTS points and the
student’s total workload. Page 32.

We have calculated the ECTS and self-study time, and provided this information on
the MSc in Biology website: https://www.squ.edu.om/science/Departments/Biol-
ogy/Postgraduate

The peers were concerned regarding the course questionnaires that are conducted in
week 12 of the semester, and thereby cannot be discussed with the students because the
teachers receive them only after the end of the exam period. Page 35.

We agree with the peers on the importance for the module coordinators to get feed-
back from students in a timely way. However, this practice is performed across SQU
for all courses at the same time (Week 12), and the results are only communicated
with instructors at the end of the semester, so improvement can be implemented in
the next semester. Any changes in this policy will have to be adopted at the univer-
sity level.

Nevertheless, we concur with the suggestion provided by the peers regarding provid-
ing students with a questionnaire to share their thoughts on their courses, starting
from Week 6-7, which is around the midterm point. These questionnaires will be in
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the form of an anonymous Google survey, allowing module coordinators to make
changes to their courses if needed, based on students’ inputs.

The peers were concerned with the fact most students do not know their representatives
on the Staff-Student Liaison Committee and, thus, do not receive feedback on the results
of the course questionnaires. Page 34.

The department has promptly acted on this comment and has arranged for meetings
with BSc and MSc students to nominate their representatives. We will officially an-
nounce the members of the liaison committee to all students, which can provide in-
formation to students who reach out to them. The current student liaison will be ad-
vertised with this information posted on our Department’s website.

The peers were concerned about the absence of an academic advisory board at the De-
partment of Biology. They emphasized the significance of employer input in shaping the
future of degree programs, i.e., based on the needs of the job market. Page 36.

The Department acted on this concern/recommendation and contacted at least 15
candidates to be nominated for the department advisory board. These candidates
represent potential employers from industries and government, stakeholders and
former graduates. As soon as a final list of candidates is established, the necessary
approvals will be sought from SQU administration. We anticipate having the first
meeting of the newly formed advisory board near the end of June 2024.
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F Summary: Expert recommendations (29.01.2024)

Taking into account the additional information and the comments given by SQU, the ex-
perts summarize their analysis and final assessment for the award of the seals as follows:

Degree Programme ASIIN-seal Subject-specific | Maximum duration
label of accreditation
Ba Biotechnology With requirements |- 30.09.2029
for one year
Ba Environmental Biology |With requirements |- 30.09.2029
for one year
Ma Biology With requirements |- 30.09.2029

for one year

Requirements

For all degree programmes

A 1. (ASIIN 1.5) Verify the students' total workload and award the ECTS points accordingly.

A 2. (ASIIN 5) Make sure that all students receive information on the results of the course
questionnaires and that the surveys are conducted anonymously.

For the Bachelor’s degree programmes

A 3. (ASIIN 3.2) All teaching laboratories need to follow international standards (good la-
boratory practice) with respect to safety measures and personal protection gear.

A 4. (ASIIN 3.2) Make sure that students do all the experiments in the teaching laborato-
ries by themselves in order to gain the necessary hands-on experience.

For the Master’s degree programme

A 5. (ASIIN 1.4) Make the admission criteria for the Master’s programme transparent.

A 6. (ASIIN 4.1) The module descriptions for the Master’s thesis needs include the neces-
sary information about the awarded credit hours and ECTS points and the students’
total workload (contact hours, time for self-studies).

Recommendations

For all degree programmes
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E1. (ASIIN 1.3) It is recommended to further promote the students' academic mobility
and to establish more international cooperations.

E2. (ASIIN 1.3) It is recommended to better promote the "Department Seminar" and to
encourage students to attend it.
For the Bachelor’s degree programmes

E 3. (ASIIN 1.3) It is recommended to introduce an internship with a minimum length of
six weeks to the curriculum of the Bachelor's programmes.

E4. (ASIIN 3.2) It is recommended to renovate the teaching laboratories and to replace

the outdated instruments.
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G Comment of the Technical Committees
(14.03.2024)

Technical Committee 10 —Life Sciences

Assessment and analysis for the award of the ASIIN seal:

The two Bachelor's degree programmes are to be reaccredited, while the Master's degree
programme is to be accredited for the first time. After a brief discussion of the procedure,
the Technical Committee agrees with the assessment of the expert group and supports the
requirements. In particular, the improvement of safety standards in the teaching laborato-
ries is essential. The Technical Committee decides to upgrade recommendation E4 to a re-
quirement, as it must be ensured that the laboratory equipment is improved and modern-
ised. The university should therefore submit a corresponding concept. The other three rec-
ommendations are supported by the Technical Committee.

The Technical Committee 10 — Life Sciences recommends the award of the seals as follows:

Degree Programme ASIIN-seal Subject-specific | Maximum duration
label of accreditation
Ba Biotechnology With requirements |- 30.09.2029
for one year
Ba Environmental Biology |With requirements |- 30.09.2029
for one year
Ma Biology With requirements |- 30.09.2029

for one year

Technical Committee 11 —Geosciences

Assessment and analysis for the award of the ASIIN seal:

The Technical Committee agrees with the assessment of the experts and confirms the pro-
posed requirements and recommendations.

51



The Technical Committee 11 — Geosciences recommends the award of the seals as follows:

Degree Programme

ASIIN seal

Subject-specific la-
bels

Maximum duration
of accreditation

Ba Environmental Bi-
ology

With requirements
for one year

30.09.2029
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H Decision of the Accreditation Commission
(22.03.2024)

Assessment and analysis for the award of the subject-specific ASIIN seal:

The Accreditation Commission discusses the procedure and decides to follow the sugges-
tion of TC 10 to upgrade recommendation E 4 to a requirement because it is essential that
the laboratory equipment isimproved and modernised. Otherwise, no changes to the other
requirements and recommendations are made.

The Accreditation Commission decides to award the following seals:

Degree Programme ASIIN-seal Subject-specific | Maximum duration
label of accreditation
Ba Biotechnology With requirements |- 30.09.2029
for one year
Ba Environmental Biology |With requirements |- 30.09.2029
for one year
Ma Biology With requirements |- 30.09.2029

for one year

Requirements

For all degree programmes

A 1. (ASIIN 1.5) Verify the students' total workload and award the ECTS points accordingly.

A 2. (ASIIN 5) Make sure that all students receive information on the results of the course
questionnaires and that the surveys are conducted anonymously.

For the Bachelor’s degree programmes

A 3. (ASIIN 3.2) All teaching laboratories need to follow international standards (good la-
boratory practice) with respect to safety measures and personal protection gear.

A 4. (ASIIN 3.2) Make sure that students do all the experiments in the teaching laborato-
ries by themselves in order to gain the necessary hands-on experience.

A 5. (ASIIN 3.2) It is necessary to renovate the teaching laboratories and to replace the
outdated instruments.

For the Master’s degree programme

A 6. (ASIIN 1.4) Make the admission criteria for the Master’s programme transparent.
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A 7. (ASIIN 4.1) The module descriptions for the Master’s thesis needs include the neces-
sary information about the awarded credit hours and ECTS points and the students’
total workload (contact hours, time for self-studies).

Recommendations

For all degree programmes

E1. (ASIIN 1.3) It is recommended to further promote the students' academic mobility
and to establish more international cooperations.

E2. (ASIIN 1.3) It is recommended to better promote the "Department Seminar" and to
encourage students to attend it.

For the Bachelor’s degree programmes

E 3. (ASIIN 1.3) It is recommended to introduce an internship with a minimum length of
six weeks to the curriculum of the Bachelor's programmes.
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| Fulfilment of Requirements (25.03.2025)

Analysis of the experts and the Technical Committees
(10.03.2025)

Requirements

For all degree programmes

A 1. (ASIIN 1.5) Verify the students' total workload and award the ECTS points accordingly.

Initial Treatment
Experts Fulfilled
Vote: unanimous
Justification: SQU has provided a table with details of self-study time re-
ported by students The awarded ECTS credits has been adjusted accordingly.
Determination of the data is comprehensible and well documented.
TC10 Fulfilled
Vote: unanimous
Justification: The TC considers the requirement to be fulfilled.
TC11 Fulfilled
Vote: unanimous
Justification: The TC agrees with the experts’ assessment

A 2. (ASIIN 5) Make sure that all students receive information on the results of the course

questionnaires and that the surveys are conducted anonymously.

Initial Treatment
experts Fulfilled
Vote: unanimous
Justification: SQU provides feedback to the students, anonymization is done
via QR code.
TC10 Fulfilled
Vote: unanimous
Justification: The TC considers the requirement to be fulfilled.
TC11 Fulfilled
Vote: unanimous
Justification: The TC agrees with the experts’ assessment

For the Bachelor’s degree programmes
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A 3. (ASIIN 3.2) All teaching laboratories need to follow international standards (good la-
boratory practice) with respect to safety measures and personal protection gear.

Initial Treatment

experts Fulfilled
Vote: unanimous/per majority
Justification: SQU has invested in security measures and has provided evi-
dence photos.
TC10 Fulfilled
Vote: unanimous
Justification: The TC considers the requirement to be fulfilled.
TC11 Fulfilled

Vote: unanimous
Justification: The TC agrees with the experts’ assessment

A 4. (ASIIN 3.2) Make sure that students do all the experiments in the teaching laborato-
ries by themselves in order to gain the necessary hands-on experience.

Initial Treatment

experts

Fulfilled

Vote: unanimous/per majority

Justification: Duties of technicians and students are described in the lab man-
uals. SQU has also provided evidence photos with students at work

TC10

Fulfilled
Vote: unanimous
Justification: The TC considers the requirement to be fulfilled.

TC11

Fulfilled
Vote: unanimous
Justification: The TC agrees with the experts’ assessment

A 5. (ASIIN 3.2) It is necessary to renovate the teaching laboratories and to replace the

outdated instruments.

Initial Treatment
experts Fulfilled
Vote: unanimous
Justification: SQU has purchased new instruments and has provided evidence
photos.
TC10 Fulfilled
Vote: unanimous
Justification: The TC considers the requirement to be fulfilled.
TC11 Fulfilled
Vote: unanimous
Justification: The TC agrees with the experts’ assessment
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For the Master’s degree programme

A 6. (ASIIN 1.4) Make the admission criteria for the Master’s programme transparent.

Initial Treatment

experts Fulfilled
Vote: unanimous
Justification: Transparency is achieved by sending detailed information for
the tests and the evaluation criteria by e-mail to the applicants.
TC10 Fulfilled
Vote: unanimous
Justification: The TC considers the requirement to be fulfilled.
TC11 Fulfilled

Vote: unanimous
Justification: The TC agrees with the experts’ assessment

A 7. (ASIIN 4.1) The module descriptions for the Master’s thesis needs include the neces-
sary information about the awarded credit hours and ECTS points and the students’

total workload (contact hours, time for self-studies).

Initial Treatment
experts Fulfilled

Vote: unanimous/per majority

Justification: The module descriptions have been updated.
TC10 Fulfilled

Vote: unanimous

Justification: The TC considers the requirement to be fulfilled.
TC11 Fulfilled

Vote: unanimous

Justification: The TC agrees with the experts’ assessment

Decision of the Accreditation Commission (25.03.2025)

Degree programme ASIIN-label Subject-specific | Accreditation until
label max.

Ba Biotechnology All requirements - 30.09.2029
fulfilled

Ba Environmental Biology |All requirements - 30.09.2029
fulfilled

Ma Biology All requirements - 30.09.2029
fulfilled
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Appendix: Programme Learning Outcomes and
Curricula

According to the Self-Assessment Report, the following Programme Learning Outcomes
(PLO) shall be achieved by the Bachelor’s degree programme Biotechnology:

a. Be able to demonstrate their knowledge in general biological concepts as well as
knowledge in the area of Biotechnology.

b. Be aware of contemporary issues able to apply knowledge and skills to investigate and
solve problems related to Biotechnology.

c. Be able to communicate (verbally or in writing) their biological knowledge to various lev-
els of audience with regard to the field of Biotechnology.

d. Demonstrate high level of ethical and social conduct in the practice of their profession
and awareness of occupational health and safety issues related to the workplace.

e. Be able to learn independently and become a lifelong learner.
f. Be able to work well independently and/or in a team.

g. Be able to engage in supporting community affairs relevant to Biotechnology.
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The following curriculum is presented:

Semester |
Fall

|| Course Code Course Title

Cr.

ARAB1060 or Arabic 2
ARABILO19 Arabic for Non-Arabic speakers (3 Cr)
HISTI1010 or Oman & Islamic Civilization or )
ISLMIO10 [slamic Culture

LANC2058 Communication in Science 3
BIOL2101 General Biology | 4
CHEM 2101 General Chemistry [ 4

[ w |

Semester 2

Spring

T E— Y

BIOL 2102 General Biology Il 4
BIOL2900 Experimental Design and Basic 3
Biological Data Handling
College Elective 4
University Elective 2
SOCY 1005 or State and People
SOCY 1007 Omani Contemporary Society (For 5
Non-Omani students
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b3
College Elective 4 | F
n F
8 — [BIOL344] Introductory Microbiology E
% £ [B1o13202 Molecular Biology E:
@ BIOL3Q11 Plant Physiology 3 | E
University Elective 2 |
Total 15
]E’.I'IZJLJ!IZ’}HZEI Animal Physiology 4 | B
N o BIOLA4500 Cell Biology 3 |B
% .5 |CHEM3324 Organic Chemistry for Engineering 4 | C
% o Major Elective 3
o University Elective 2
Total " 16 |
BIOL4034 Biochemistry 3
o BIOL4046 Fundamentals of Biotechnology 3
%’ = BIOL4432 Genctics 3
g b Major Elective 3
@ Major Elective 3
Total 15
IB10L4030 Bacteriology 3
© ||BIDL4?UO Environmental Biotechnology 3
5 g;"BIOLSOSI Enzyme Biochemistry 3
25 Major Elective 3
E v Major Elective 3
BIOLS003 Graduation Research Skills 1!
Total lﬂ
BIOLS120 Microbial Biotechnology 3
N BIOL5400 Bioinformatics 3
2 = BIOL5004 Graduation Research Project 3
= G Major Elective 3
& Major Elective 3
Total 15
BIOLS133 Plant Biotechnology 3
w o BIOL35433 Bioprocess Technology 3
% £ Major Elective 3
E & Major Elective 3
w Major Elective 3
Total 15
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According to the Self-Assessment Report, the following Programme Learning Outcomes (PLO)
shall be achieved by the Bachelor’s degree programme Environmental Biology:

a. Be able to demonstrate their knowledge in general biological concepts as well as
knowledge in the area of Environmental Biology.

b. Be aware of contemporary issues able to apply knowledge and skills to investigate and
solve problems related to Environmental Biology.

c. Be able to communicate (verbally or in writing) their biological knowledge to various levels
of audience with regard to the field of Environmental Biology.

d. Demonstrate high level of ethical and social conduct in the practice of their profession and
awareness of occupational health and safety issues related to the workplace.

e. Be able to learn independently and become a lifelong learner.
f. Be able to work well independently and/or in a team.

g. Be able to engage in supporting community affairs relevant to Environmental Biology.
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The following curriculum is presented:

J[C_u urse Code | Course Title Cr.
SOCY 1005 or State and People, or
Omani Contemporary Society (For )
SOCY1007 Non-Omanis)
LANC2058 Communication in Science 3
5
g =IBIOL2101 General Biology | 4
E h
&
75
CHEM2101 General Chemistry I 4
University elective 2

ARAB1060 or

Arabic. or

ARABI1019 Arabic for Non-Arabic Speakers 2
e~ (HIST1010 or Oman and Islamic Civilization or .
= of [SLMI010 Islamic Culture
g =[BI1OL2102 General Biology 11 4
o . . .
% | B101.2900 Experimental Design and Basic 3

Biological Data Handling

College elective
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BIOL3005 Ecology 3
BIOL3011 Plant Physiology 3
)
& _|BIOL3202 Molecular Biology 3
£
2 |gioL3700 Commumcaﬂpn ar}d knowledge 5
management in science
University Elective 2
University Elective 2
Total | 15
BIOL3009 Introduction to Environmental Science 3
BIOL3410 Angiosperm Biology 3
-
-l . - -
< £||BIOL3441 Introductory Microbiology 3
]
E o . :
& 1BIOL3030 Population genetics 3
BIOL3023 Animal Physiology 4
~ Total | 16
College elective 4
BIOL4010 Sustainability and waste management 3
T [BlOL4021 Vertebrate Zoology 3
2 BIOL4054 Marine Biology 3
Major Elective 3
Total
BIOL4100 Biological Data Handling 3
Y _|BIOL5610 Environmental impact assessment 3
L
% -|BIOL5010 Ecotoxicology 3
E 2 Major Elective 3
Major Elective 3
Total 15
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Semester 7

BIOLS5054 Conservation Biology 3

® od BIOL5004 Graduation Research Project 3
& =

L= Occupational Health, Safety and

=

E G| BIOL46O] Environment 2

Major Elective 3

Major Elective 3

Total || 14

Major Elective

Ll

BIOL5021

Desert Biology

LF

Fall

BIOL5052

Freshwater Biology

L

Major Elective

BIOL5003

Graduation Research Skills |

Major Elective
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According to the Self-Assessment Report, the following Programme Learning Outcomes (PLO)

shall be achieved by the Master’s degree programme Biology:

1.

10.

11.

12.

Demonstrate the individual and collaborative skills necessary for designing and imple-
menting research activities using appropriate methodologies, and the ability to ana-
lyze results and disseminate findings.

Exercise critical thinking in relation to ethical and cultural behavior, research, and pro-
fessional issues in local and global contexts.

Demonstrate leadership skills, responsibility and the ability to have a positive influ-
ence on others, especially in areas related to their specialization, i.e., biotechnology
and omics sciences.

Demonstrate positive attitudes towards independent and continuous professional de-
velopment and lifelong learning.

Apply advanced comprehensive skills and knowledge in the area of their specialization
and demonstrate the ability to transfer these across various fields.

Communicate effectively with specialist and non-specialist audiences.

Find, collect, analyze, critically assess, synthesize and manage high-level, reliable infor-
mation from a variety of sources using appropriate skills and technologies.

Acquire and demonstrate safe use and handling of equipment and biological material.
Be capable of independent practical work in laboratories.

Understand the potential social, ethical, and environmental implications of their ac-
tions.

Have acquired new knowledge in transdisciplinary, subject-relevant, or core disci-
plines.

Gained problem-solving competence in fields relevant to biotechnology.
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The following curriculum is presented:

CourseCode

Course itle

Course Code Course Title Credits
BIOL6400 Biological Instrumentation and 3
Analyses
. g o
BIOL6700 Blopr@fy%)gl?elc.onomy 3
BIOL6210 Big&ftﬁisﬁ‘g';.,.r Sy T 3
BIOL6800 Ivii_iJﬁiomics £ ) 3
BIOL6226 Scientific comr 3

Credits

| BIOL5120 Microbial Biotechnology 3
BIOL5133 Plant Biotechnology 3
BIOL5400 Bioinformatics 3
BIOL5401 Modern Techniques in 3

Environmental Microbiology
BIOL5411 Fermentation Technology 3
BIOL5433 'Bioprocess Technology
BIOL5501 Protein Production and 3
Characterization
BIOL5600 Techniques in Molecular 3
Diversity
CROP6011 Fungal Infection of Plants 3
MASF6007 Marine Biotechnology 3
MICRE005 Immunology 3
ENVR6E005 Environmental Management and | 3
Analysis
PLNT6009 Plant virology
SWAEB009 Advanced Topics in Soils, Water | 3
and Agricultural Engineering

Course Code

Course Title

Credits

BIOL7002

Biology MSc Thesis
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