 Theme 3

What has been the transformative impact of external quality monitoring?
There is a lot of assumption but relatively little evidence about the impact of external processes on the quality of higher education.

External processes have probably led to more uniformity in internal mechanisms for assuring quality. 

They have also led to more documentation, which is also clearer, more informative and more consistent than was available prior to the introduction of quality monitoring. It remains a moot point as to whether, and for whom, such documentation is useful and to what extent it represents the reality it is describing.

Where quality processes have monitored research, it is debatable whether the research outcomes, although more diffuse, are qualitatively better than they used to be. There is also a concern that research evaluations take attention away from the core process of teaching students.

In essence, there is little evidence about whether external quality processes have resulted in improvements in either teaching or student learning. Some systems have attempted to assess the quality of teaching. There is some cynicism about such assessments on the grounds that staff ‘perform’ and ‘play the game’. In any event, these tend to be short-term events-based assessments of teachers and curricula rather than longer-term evaluations of improvement in teaching and student learning.  

Sometimes, improvement in outcomes, as judged by awards to final-year students, is seen as indicative of a decline in standards (especially in systems moving towards mass higher education). This raises questions about the relationship between teaching, student learning and the final award. 

Suggested questions to focus the discussion (groups can develop their own agenda under this theme):

· Where there has been a transformation of higher education, to what extent has external quality monitoring been the main factor?

· Is there any evidence that external quality processes have specifically helped to transform teaching and learning? 

