Transforming Quality: 7th Annual Quality in Higher Education Seminar

Improving Education Quality with Positioning Theory 

Lionel Boxer

Centre for Management Quality Research, RMIT Business, Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology
Outline

It is suggested in this paper that the discursive action within an academic institution can obstruct the intention of a quality management system (QMS).  Anecdotal evidence suggests that some QMSs fail to deliver the intended benefits.  Specifically, it will be shown that education quality is affected by adverse positioning through inappropriate discourse.
 

Traditionally, the assessment of a QMS is conducted by a quality audit that observes whether or not there are appropriate procedures in place that are commensurate with the risks inherent in the organization.  While audits are also focussed on whether or not these procedures are implemented, they fail in determining whether or not the organizational culture supports or undermines the procedures.

 

Analysis of lecturers' comments has led to suggest that their actions to work with the QMSs in their universities are often confounded by the social psychological forces at work.  This analysis draws on positioning theory (Harré and van Langenhove, 1999) for a framework with which narrative data from unstructured interviews will be analysed.

Where people are not generally aware that their discursive action results in positioning, that causal connection is assumed if one follows positioning theory.  Positioning theory suggests that discursive action results in positioning.  Discursive action itself is affected by the social order in any organization.  An examination of positioning theory (the study of local moral orders as ever-shifting patterns of mutual and contestable rights and obligations of speaking and acting) will demonstrate that positioning can affect the implementation of intentions.  In specific, discursive data will demonstrate how the intentions of a QMS can be confounded by people's attitudes and interaction with others.

 

Cases will be presented to explore how lecturers have attempted to resolve problems and comply with the requirements specified in their institutions' QMS.  These will provide examples of the various ways that lecturers position themselves and others through discursive action (all the ways in which people actively produce social and psychological realities).

An aggregate will be composed from the various approaches lecturers have taken to reposition themselves and others.  From this, an interim conceptual model will be offered discussion.  This model will enable appropriate positioning for effectively dealing with the QMS in an academic institutions.

 

Understanding the positioning phenomena and the social dynamics that leads to it may better enable QMSs to be developed that truly deal with quality issues.  Furthermore, the social dynamics necessary for effectiveness of a QMS can be determined, implemented and controlled.  Ultimately, it will be suggested that augmenting audit procedures so they are sensitive to the social psychological issues will enhance their effectiveness of their intent.  At the core of this social psychological component will be positioning theory.

 

In the end, it will be clear that an appropriate social order, resulting in appropriate discursive action will enable rather than obstruct the intentions of a QMS.  People will position themselves and other appropriately and quality will be managed effectively.
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