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Abstract

UNITEC is attempting to cause a shift from a paradigm which views quality as systems compliance to a paradigm of personal care where quality is about making a real difference in classrooms.  An institutional Quality Development Committee has developed a set of ‘quality principles’ to replace comprehensive standards and processes specified in the existing quality-management system, with staff encouraged to develop tailored processes, through controlled pilots, rather than unthinkingly implementing pre-defined institutional procedures.  This paper outlines our experience to date and considers whether a paradigm shift might be achieved through this model or whether the institute is simply moving from one form of compliance to another.

Introduction

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 (approximately 9,000 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 situation has allowed UNITEC 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 oversight that this committee has for quality within the university sector.  UNITEC's own decision in 2000 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’.  Many within the institution have viewed the institutional quality-management system as a barrier to such innovation, as an implicit aim of the system is often assumed to be the reduction of 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 (Curzon-Hobson, 2002, p. 266).

This apparent contradiction led to the formation, by the institution’s Academic Board, of a Quality Development Committee that began its work by considering whether institution’s support of risk, care and trust implied by its vision were being undermined by the institution’s systematic approach to quality assurance.  In doing so the Committee attempted to address the pedagogical challenges within higher education.  Its first task was to conceptualise the nature of this pursuit given international perspectives and UNITEC's own vision.

Contested Notions or Quality and Higher Education

Higher Education has always been a site of contested forms of knowledge, value and organization.  Since the latter part of the twentieth century greater contestability, driven by the global economy, rising student loans, heightened commercial and industrial demand, the precedence of postmodernism, the demise of institutional autonomy, and the advent of a competitive tertiary education market, has seen many of the most enduring ideals of higher learning come under attack.  In the words of Ronald Barnett, knowing the world and knowing the self are now characterised by a pursuit and paradigms of knowledge, action and reflection that are, now more than ever, uncertain and fragile (Barnett, 1994a, 1997a, 1997b, 2000).  

This has serious consequences for an institution that has historically been founded on the knowledge project (Barnett, 1994b, 1997b; Delanty, 1998; Scott, 1994, 1995). Gone is the relative monopoly universities once enjoyed over the production, legitimation and dissemination of knowledge.  Instead new ways of knowing and what counts as knowing and knowledge have come to be defined and legitimated beyond universities leading to the further blurring, fragmentation and overlapping of its traditional disciplinary boundaries.  New epistemological frameworks, entrenched within their own self-legitimating discourses, have, spurred on by technological and economic evolutions, come to be welcomed and encouraged by those who can gain from them a semblance of order, power or purpose in the world.  These new frameworks and their notions of what counts as quality now ‘interpenetrate’ the traditional structures of universities often initially existing alongside competing discourses and evolving to quietly overcome the latter’s social and epistemological boundaries (Barnett, 1997a, 2000).

The Challenge for UNITEC

In engaging with this situation, the challenge for UNITEC was to conceptualise quality in a learning environment where multiple discourses struggle for legitimacy within the institution or parts of it, and where the institution itself is willing, possibly for reasons of self-survival, to pursue greater interconnections with industry, commerce and global knowledge.  This new nexus between society, higher learning, the student, state and commerce has rendered the concept of quality highly problematic.  If our ideals are subject to such change and challenge, and there is socially and epistemologically no longer any grounds for the claim to absolutism, does this mean the end of claims to “quality”?  

The work undertaken by UNITEC suggests not.  Barnett argues that we are not at the end of knowledge but at a much more exciting and challenging time.  The age of supercomplexity has meant that our conceptual cup now ‘overfloweth’ (Barnett, 2000).  In this sense the proliferation of frameworks of knowing and the irresistible conflicts that this gives rise to (a process that institutions of higher learning are themselves largely responsible for) are aspects of higher learning that universities needs to continue to embrace and accentuate.  This suggests that there has been an expansion of critical, enquiring and epistemological space.  Increased diversity suggests an opening, rather than closing, of the possibilities for teachers and students to pursue a form of higher learning founded in critical thought, action and reflection that is empowering for the locus that the discipline operates within.

In this environment “quality” becomes the pursuit of meaningful practices and relationships that are revealing, challenging and empowering within the specific teaching and learning environment.  Thus rather than imposing a notion of quality – something that the milieu of ‘supercomplexity’ will find hard to sustain – the aim is to allow teachers to embrace supercomplexity in order to encourage them to confront the failings of the metanarrative of “quality” and to find new ways of identifying what counts for the particular context and moment.  

It is within this paradigm that the Quality Development Committee is beginning the process of reforming teachers activity around quality from acts of compliance to acts of care.  Engagement with supercomplexity and a ‘world of radical unknowability’ (Barnett, 1997a) raises many challenges for teachers, none more confronting than the experience of freedom.  Supercomplexity does not “free” anyone from personal stances on what might count as quality but rather places a more arduous responsibility on those responsible for its realization.  It is more arduous because teachers now have a greater responsibility to choose what “counts” in a specific time and context and defend this in relation to diverse and radical opposition and difference.  The teacher has a greater responsibility for the choices that are made.  In setting up a framework to ask teachers and groups to assume responsibility in the face of diverse and often conflicting frameworks of value, the Quality Development Committee did not license an “anything goes” approach.  Rather, it demanded a personal engagement with the concept of quality and the creation of individual practices meeting the demands of the unique milieu.

Evaluating Current Activity

The Quality Development Committee has undertaken work on two fronts.  In the first instance it has reviewed and revised the institution’s existing Quality Management System.  Instead of a complex system of assigned responsibilities and predefined processes, the quality management system now contains a set of principles in each area of the institution’s activity and a list of those positions and institutional bodies that are responsible for the realisation of the principles in their area of activity.  The principles seek to emphasise the interconnectedness of all aspects of educational endeavour.  

The second part of the committee’s activities is designed to encourage areas of the institution to modify or replace the standard processes with ones that staff in the area have determined will ultimately and positively affect the teaching and learning interaction that occurs 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 committee.  

Current pilot projects

This section of the paper outlines the key features of a number of pilots currently underway in the institution and provides a brief evaluation of extent to which the pilot has increased critical reflection and developed a culture of care.

UNITEC Applied Technology Institute

This pilot aims to encourage each academic staff member and committee within the faculty to use the greater freedom in quality assurance to reflect on how they could do things differently to improve the value of the faculty’s trade training programmes, in a process they have called “unlocking”.  No rules have been imposed – it is up to individuals and groups to consider their current processes and imagine what changes are possible, viable and beneficial.  The object of “unlocking” could be any of the formal processes used in the institution.  A rigid timetable for approval, implementation monitoring and evaluation has been drawn up for the first round of the trial. 

There has been limited change as a result of this pilot that may be attributed to a mismatch between the approach and those it was to be applied to.  The lack of structure and direction has created a vacuum that has made it difficult for the staff to grasp the freedom that they have been given.  While some changes have been made but these are at the level of personal development and have, to date, not led staff to reflect on the teaching learning interaction and ways in which it may be improved.  It appears that the culture of the faculty remains one of compliance, and that the freedom given has not stimulated new ideals of care and personal responsibility.  It seems that there was a need for some elements of structure and authority.  

Early Childhood Education

This pilot addresses programme delivery and assessment in two sub-degree programmes in early childhood education.  The pilot reconsiders the way in which course outlines have traditionally been constructed to prescribe and define expected student outcomes and pre-define assessment tasks to measure the extent to which students have meet the outcomes.  The pilot gives the staff and students in the course the freedom to consider the best approach to meeting the course’s objectives and how this might be assessed in an integrated fashion.  

This pilot has been relatively successful to date.  Staff and students comment on a greater commitment to the learning process and to the knowledge and skills that are being developed.  The pilot has freed staff, committed to student learning, from a system which was considered prescriptive and unresponsive to student need.  Careful management of information and training to staff and students has led to an apparently enhanced learning process.

Educational Management

UNITEC requires all courses to administer a prescribed course and lecturer evaluation survey.  The survey is perceived generally to encourage particular delivery styles and specifically to be unsuitable for courses delivered at a distance, a delivery mode used in courses in educational management.  This pilot trials alternative student evaluation systems in three of the school’s programmes.  Greater autonomy is given to individual members of the teaching team to choose forms of evaluation best suited for the form and content of their particular programme.

After a positive start to this pilot it has faltered.  This has happened as a key staff member has stepped back from the day-to-day working of the trial.  Whilst there was significant ‘buy-in’ to the ideals of the trial, this pilot again illustrates the extent to which quality systems require the commitment and understanding of all staff involved – in this case not academic staff only but support staff also.  

In this case staff buy-in was ideological.  However, it appears that changes of care and of culture can only be realised when similar levels of action and reflection, which complement the ideological, are undertaken by teaching, support and quality-assurance staff.

Faculty of Business

UNITEC requires each programme team to compile an end-of-year Annual Programme Report tracking changes made to the programme during the year and recording proposals for future improvement.  This pilot, undertaken within five programmes in the Faculty of Business arose from a number of concerns about the benefits of the existing process.  The standard nature of the report has led many of the staff involved feeling they were filling out the report for the sole purpose of compliance and not for the real aim of critical reflection leading to change and improvement.

As a response to these concerns, this pilot allows each programme to write a report in a format entirely of their own, with an emphasis on ongoing improvement and reflection rather than and activity summary.
After an initial period of confusion this pilot was brought back on track by the intervention of members of the Quality Development Committee.  However, the results are still mixed.  Once more the pilot indicates that the energy and commitment of individual staff members is paramount.  In those areas of the pilot where one or two members have taken the initiative a small group highly committed to the process has developed.  In these areas fundamental changes are being made, but the change is highly localised.

Academic Development Unit

The purpose of the Academic Development Unit pilot is to provide to the institution’s Academic Board with a summary of the year’s programme monitoring (all UNITEC programmes are subject to 5-yearly review and its degrees monitoring by an external academic), and to summarise common issues raised by this monitoring.  In the past comments from these reports have been responded to at programme level only, leaving academic staff to struggle with issues that are systemic or institution-wide.  The pilot aims to raise institutional issues and suggests pathways to resolve these.

The first phase of this trial is completed – the report has been prepared and presented to the Academic Board.  However, as members of the Board suggested at the presentation of it, the effectiveness of the report will only be as good as the on-going response to it.  This comment neatly summarises the difficulty of moving responsibility for quality away from a central unit responsible for quality assurance mechanisms into the institution as a whole.

Conclusion

The desire of the Quality Development Committee was to encourage a diversity of approaches to quality assurance.  This was done in an attempt to encourage greater acceptance of the supercomplexity inherent in the teaching learning interaction.  It was recognised that in doing this the Committee was expecting lecturers to take a greater responsibility for quality within their programmes and a greater responsibility for the actions taken to enhance quality by (in part at least) freeing them from a central bureaucracy.  There are, broadly speaking, three possible criteria which might be used to assist in judging the extent to which these goals have been achieved (to date).

Firstly 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.  This is a paradigm of care and responsibility.  The authors believe that the early childhood education pilots have encouraged the necessary risk required to create this in the educational process.

Secondly the pilot may have led 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.  The pilot in the Applied Technology Institute has resulted in a number of staff and committees taking the opportunity to make some changes.  However the nature of the freedom given to the lecturers has largely resulted in paralysis.  The apparent removal of all the rules has placed staff in a situation where the level of risk is too high for individuals.  Whilst individual staff members are doing things differently in some cases, there is little evidence that this is making any difference to the teaching learning interaction.  The lesson from this instance is that freedom by itself cannot realise empowering transformation.  Meeting this goal requires a structure that reflects the personnel and epistemological nature of the existing culture.

Thirdly the pilot process may have led 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.  This explains aspects of the Faculty of Business and Educational Management pilots.  In these contexts the ideals were restricted by the nature of interpersonal relationships, and conditions like time and energy.  The lesson from these pilots is that changing a culture requires a highly integrated process of care and cannot be stimulated or realised by changes divorced contexts.
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