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Outline

Genealogy

UNITEC Institute of Technology occupies a unique position in the New Zealand tertiary sector.  In terms of legislative definition UNITEC is a polytechnic.  However, its size (8,500 full-time equivalent students; some 18,000 students in total) and programme profile (offering programmes from certificates to doctoral programmes) set it apart from the rest of the polytechnic sector.  At the same time government policy prevents the institution from describing itself as a university, a status sought by the institution.

This position has offered UNITEC opportunities to develop quality-management systems that are designed to meet our specific needs.  Lack of recognition as a university precludes membership of the New Zealand Vice-Chancellor’s Committee and the automatic oversight that this committee has for quality within the university sector.  UNITEC’s own decision to remove itself from membership of the Association of Polytechnics in New Zealand has removed it from the overview of this body.  As a result UNITEC is the only government tertiary education institution under the direct gaze of the New Zealand Qualifications Authority; a situation which is perplexing to Authority and institution alike.

At the same time as these external changes have occurred internal process have led to the redefinition of the vision of the institution to state boldly its goal to ‘be the most exciting and innovative university in Auckland’.  The explicit goal of innovation has been seen to be in direct contrast to an implicit aim of a quality-management system — that of reducing risk in the teaching environment, in order to prevent the disruption of the learning processes by the lecturer’s potential abuse of his/her professional freedom.

The paper explores the opportunities this changing context has provided to readdress the basis of our quality-management system.  An institutional Quality Development Committee began its discussions of quality at the point of addressing the pedagogical challenges for those teaching in higher education informed by Barnett’s assertion that teaching and learning in higher education should be underpinned by the recognition, celebration and recreation of a radically unknowability.

Current Activity

A brief outline of the work and approach of the Quality Development Committee will be provided.  This inter-faculty committee has been determined to address a culture of dramaturgical compliance with quality assurance processes and to encourage the ownership and willing acceptance of procedures that will ultimately affect the teaching and learning interaction that occur in classrooms.  Whilst the committee’s task is far from complete a number of parts of the institution have grasped what they consider a new freedom to decide their own quality assurance procedures, albeit under the controlled conditions of a pilot to be monitored and evaluated by the Quality Development Committee.

The approaches of key pilots in a range of areas including teacher education, business studies and trades education will be briefly described.

Evaluation

The authors of this paper reflect on the success or otherwise of the pilots to date.  It is contended that there are, broadly speaking, three possible criteria which might be used to assist in evaluating their success.

First, the pilot may have promoted a culture shift with signs that staff attitudes are transformed and quality assurance processes are embraced because they are seen to directly and positively affect teaching and learning.  The quality-management system is no longer perceived as a holder of the base-line but as a hurdle usefully set higher and higher, and thus never fully realised.  ‘Don’t care’ has been transformed; ‘don’t care’ now cares and cares deeply.

Second, the pilot may have lead to a culture shift, with staff having seized the opportunity to define their own salvation with respect to quality assurance, but where this shift has not resulted in any transformation in teaching and learning processes. ‘ Don’t care’, cares about something new, but it is not something that was anticipated in the pilot’s set up.

Third, the pilot process has lead to a substitution of one form of compliance for another.  Here the pilot has resulted in a group of staff viewing quality assurance processes in a new light but there is little evidence of a culture shift or of a change in the teaching learning interaction.  ‘Don’t care’ has been made to care – but not enough to affect fundamental change.

Discussion and Conclusion

Although the pilot processes are, at the time of writing, incomplete there is initial evidence of the three results outlined above being manifested.  The discussion and conclusion of the paper reflects on this and uses the work of Michel Foucault in an effort to provide some explanation for the range of outcomes we have observed and in an effort to see if the goals of the Quality Development Committee will or can be met within the institutional environment.  We ask whether the normalisation of pockets of resistance to the previous quality-management system through the pilot mechanisms has removed previously unruly behaviours but has in removing one path of resistance opened others. 
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