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Abstract 

This paper describes the design and operation of the quality management system at London Guildhall University, which is an institution committed to widening participation to groups traditionally under-represented in Higher Education in the United Kingdom.  The consequences for balancing autonomy and accountability, following the University’s introduction of a flat management structure, are explored.  Work in progress to enhance the quality management system is described including the increasing use of self-evaluation based on evidence, knowledge management techniques, and methods for the prediction and prevention of risks.

The Balance of Autonomy and Accountability Between the University and its’ Constituent Departments

In the late-1990s London Guildhall University reorganised and moved to a flatter management structure, removing the middle layer of administration i.e. the faculty and the post of dean. The rationale for this reorganisation was partly based on the premise that it was thought essential to give those responsible for quality the power and the tools to influence and improve quality. The reorganisation can, therefore, be described in terms of a change in the balance of accountability and autonomy between on the one hand the University and on the other its’ new constituent units.  Heads of professional service departments (e.g. the Registry and Finance) and heads of academic departments had to adjust to new substantial management roles and began to exercise their devolved decision-making powers within a framework of institutional strategies and operating plans. 

  The introduction of a flatter management structure demanded many alterations to systems and procedures, including those for quality assurance, in order to compensate for changes such as the loss of the co-ordinating role of the faculty office.  In parallel with the move to devolution of authority and responsibility to the departments came a need for increased co-ordination across, and collaboration between, all units, which was reflected in the establishment of a Senior Management Group, comprising heads of academic and professional service departments.  

  The University has been made keenly aware, not least by Government, of its accountability to a variety of stakeholders that students should successfully complete their courses and gain their final awards.  Increasing access to students from economically and educationally disadvantaged backgrounds, whilst at the same time maintaining academic standards, has presented significant challenges related to students’ retention, progression, achievement and employability.  In an attempt to meet these challenges the University has invested in enhanced academic and personal support mechanisms for students, and this in turn has demanded that the academic and professional service departments must work together to a common purpose. The increased autonomy of departments has also meant increased accountability for their role in delivering the achievement of targets set for the University by the Government.  

  A consequence of these changes has been a growing emphasis on the quality of all the University’s activities not just those of academic departments.  Following the reorganisation, the University introduced periodic reviews of both its academic and professional service departments conducted by a panel composed of members both internal and external to the organisation. The method of reviewing a department can be described as a blend of a number of alternative evaluation approaches identified by Gardener (Gardener,1990).  There is an element of ‘evaluation as professional judgement’ through the role of the panel members.  There is ‘evaluation as measurement’ particularly in relation to analysis of student performance data (progression, retention and completion) and comparison against local and national data.  The consideration of a department’s performance against its own and the University’s strategic and operating plans is an example of Gardener’s type three evaluation, namely ‘the assessment of the congruence between performance and objectives’.

  During review the University considers not only the ability of a department to work within specified limits of autonomy but also its capacity to effectively work in partnership with other departments.  In recognition of the changed role of the constituent units of the University the review agenda has become defined in terms of what Trow calls “a broader conception of quality” (Trow,1994).  For example, in the case of reviews of academic departments, the unit is judged not only on its ability to conduct research and teaching, but also, as considered important by Trow, its “capacity to govern itself, to define its character and mission, and to act effectively in fulfilling that mission” (Trow,1994).

The Role of Self-Evaluation in Periodic Reviews of Departments

During the six years since the introduction of periodic department review there has over time become less emphasis on inspection of department quality.  Increasingly the conduct of a department review has come to focus on an audit of the unit based upon claims made in a report containing the department’s self-evaluation. The University agrees with Wesusthof’s view that: “a sound self-evaluation under full department responsibility offers the best guarantee for quality maintenance and improvement in that department” (Weusthof,1995).  Whereas previously the University inspected a unit to determine both the quality of its work and any actions for improvement, now the University attempts, as Dill would describe it, to “ build in, rather than police in, quality” (Dill,1995).

  Having made use of self-evaluation for many years the University is now seeking to refine this approach.  It is considered increasingly important that appropriate evidence can be cited to justify self-evaluations, if they are not to be merely subjective.  The attempt to understand the types of evidence that can support a self-evaluation has led to a reappraisal of the quality of previous self-assessments.  It is now considered that written materials provided by departments for the purpose of facilitating periodic review have tended to be largely descriptive.  The role of the panel in periodic review has in retrospect, therefore, been that of judge; with the panel determining evaluations, and recommendations for improvement, largely based on information (evidence) additional to that in the self-assessment and gathered in meetings with staff and students.

  It should of course be noted that the process of self-evaluation is not easy.  It is difficult to write evaluative statements and in particular to determine appropriate evidence. Despite these difficulties the potential rewards of a self-evaluative approach are considered to arise from the academic debate which self-evaluation requires.  Self-assessment should lead to wide academic debate of e.g. academic objectives, measures by which success can be judged and the potential application of good practice (from the local, national and international higher education sectors) within a department or across the University. 

  The increasing interest in evidence to support self-evaluation parallels the increasing accountability placed on the higher education sector by the Government, exercised in part through its Quality Assurance Agency, whose mission is “to promote public confidence that quality of provision and standards of awards in higher education are being safeguarded and enhanced”.  The Agency discharges this responsibility through operating ‘programmes of review of performance’ at institutional and programme levels and it is through such reviews that the University has developed its experience of gathering evidence to justify self-evaluations.

  Reports of the Agency’s evaluations are made public and have in the past been used to rank universities.  There is a tension between the use of honest and open self-criticism within a University for the purpose of continuous improvement and the possible use of those self-assessments in a potentially critical public report from the Quality Assurance Agency.  This risk of such negative publicity places a limit on open self-evaluation by the University’s departments.

Accountability and the a Customer-Centred Model of the University

The University is conscious of the need to balance the autonomy and accountability of departments and recognises the need to prevent a risk identified by Mintzberg, namely that “the discretion afforded to professionals does not allow them to ignore the needs of their clients” (Mintzberg,1983).  Acknowledging the need to demonstrate relevance and accountability to external stakeholders, the University has experimented since autumn 2000 with a customer-centred model that places the needs of stakeholders at the heart of its planning, operation and evaluations.  This reflects a shift in the balance between the provider perspective and that of the customer(s) perspective of higher education and is another recognition of the increasing public accountability placed on universities.

(Figure One: A Customer-Centred Model of the University)

  In the customer-centred model, see figure 1, the needs of customers are placed at the centre of considerations of planning and delivery. For example front line staff, such as academics and library staff, are viewed as of primary importance, providing learning opportunities and a wide variety of administrative and learning support services to students.  Senior managers are seen as leading and managing front line staff with the purpose of enabling them to do their jobs and provide services to the customers.  In this model the Executive provides the interface between the Board of Governors, who determine the educational character and financial plans of the University, and the Senior Managers who must translate strategy and policy into measurable results.

   The example of the use of student feedback can be used here to illustrate the ‘customer-centred’ model within the context of departments that enjoy a defined degree of autonomy.  The University requires that departments are able to demonstrate that they collect and respond to student feedback but it does not prescribe the methods by which these activities should be executed.  This approach reinforces the responsibilities of the department but also allows for feedback methods that are chosen, designed and importantly owned by members of the department.  Periodically the University audits student feedback in the department to satisfy itself that the department is indeed fulfilling its responsibilities and responding to the needs of customers.

  An alternative scenario would be that of a university which places stricter limits on the autonomy of a department.  In this example, emphasis might well fall on the central university collection and interpretation of student feedback for the (implicit) purpose of evaluating a department.  In this situation the student may have the role of customer but they have also been placed in the role of ‘informer’ by the institution (Powney,1991).

  The use of the term customer to describe students is the subject of vigorous discussion within the University, which is to say that the term customer is seen by some as a wholly inappropriate single descriptor for students.   The use of the term customer has become more common since the withdrawal of Government funded support for students, which means that they must now pay their own tuition fees.   The argument against the use of the term customer is that it fails to communicate the inherent responsibilities of a student within higher education. However, given that students are now paying for their education it seems inescapable that universities must consider the quality of certain services provided to students.  Whilst on the one hand students are obliged to study in order to perform well in assessment, the student has paid for and expects to receive timely and high quality feedback on their assessed work.

The Use of Knowledge Management Techniques to Help Balance Surveillance and Enlightenment

In 1999 elements of knowledge management were introduced into the University’s quality management system in an attempt to overcome difficulties in realising a long-standing aspiration within the University to identify and disseminate good practice. As Stewart notes: “Universities are a collection of brilliant people, but not examples of collective brilliance.  Because there is little knowledge flow, the university is not an intelligent whole” (Stewart,1997).  The first part of the problem is how to determine what is good practice.  Secondly, it is vital to know whether the identified practice is amenable to transfer into another department.  Third is the problem of how best to share that knowledge and embed that good practice in another area of the University.  A further question is whether examples of good practice should be ‘pushed at’ staff or be available to be ‘pulled’ by them as and when needed.

  One simple application of a knowledge management technique is the use of ‘Yellow Pages’.  The University annually publishes a Quality Assurance Handbook for all staff, which documents each of the approved quality assurance procedures.  The Handbook now includes a ‘Yellow Page’ before each procedure, which lists members of staff who used the procedure in the previous academic year and their contact details (telephone number and email address).  Staff using the Handbook are encouraged to read the description of the procedure but also to contact members of staff who recently used the procedure for further advice.  In this way, knowledge is codified in the Handbook but further practical information can be ‘pulled’ if needed. 

  A further example relates to the annual monitoring of courses and in particular the modules of which courses are composed.  Each semester academics are required to complete a two-side of A4 proforma in which they record their evaluations of the delivery of each module they have taught.  The proforma, called a PULSE (Proforma for a Unit Leader’s Evaluations), was introduced in 2001.  Questions are organised into two categories – academic standards and quality of learning opportunities.  The proforma requires academics to select from a choice of evaluations for each question and then to indicate the location of evidence to support the evaluation. The University annually assures itself that each module has been evaluated and intends to periodically check the evidence base on which the evaluations are made.

  Exploring this example in more detail, the first question on the proforma in the section on academic standards is “How clearly were the intended learning outcomes of the unit communicated to students?”  Academics must choose one of two evaluations, either “Clearly” or “Needs Improvement”.  They must then indicate whether any of the following indicators are sources of evidence and/or items in need of improvement:

a) Unit description/course handbook

b) Unit handbook/Guide

c) Handouts/briefings

d) Assessments

e) Feedback from students

f) Other (please comment)

It is intended that analysis of comments made under category f, ‘Other (please comment)’, will lead to refinements of the possible evidence base and insight into by what means academics make their own evaluations independent of the demands of university quality assurance procedures.  The use of the proforma is therefore supposed to provoke debate amongst academics about how the delivery of modules might best be evaluated.  It is also intended to refine the language used on the PULSE over time to reflect that used by academics and wherever possible to eliminate quality assurance jargon; this is seen as an important step in engaging academics in such routine monitoring.

  It would be wrong not to acknowledge the reluctance of academics to use the PULSE proforma for module evaluation.  Criticisms by academics can be broadly summarised as a perceived shift not towards sharing knowledge but from individual academic autonomy towards accountability.  There is a resistance amongst academics to quality assurance, especially where it is perceived as manifesting itself in bureaucratic procedures, typically described pejoratively as ‘the tick-box culture’.

  As Barnett notes there is a real tension between the purposes of evaluation, “enlightenment and surveillance” (Barnett,1994).   The University is testing whether knowledge management techniques might help academics to see a balance between the purposes of quality evaluation. For example, it considers the potential benefits of the PULSE proforma to include:  establishing common criteria for evaluating modules, promoting a common language with which to discuss learning and teaching, increased understanding of sources of suitable evidence for evaluation, greater articulation of the self-reflection undertaken by academics and increased comparability in the delivery of modules across the University.  

  All the University’s quality assurance procedures are currently being updated to highlight the importance of  banking lessons learned, capturing and sharing tacit and explicit knowledge. However, capturing and sharing academics’ knowledge is something of a challenge given, as Ramsden notes and explains, “the absence of any established tradition of encouraging collective discussion of good teaching practice” (Ramsden,1998).  The successful employment of self-evaluation, customer-centred approaches and knowledge management demands the highest level skills of leadership and management if these potential benefits of these approaches are to be achieved in practice.  

Risk Management – An Additional Perspective to Inform the Quality Agenda

The University’s quality assurance procedures are also beginning to be considered within the context of risk management.   The University considers risk management to be concerned in very simple terms with the following activities:

1. Anticipating what could go wrong.

2. Active measures to prevent things going wrong.

3. Processes to detect and correct things that have gone wrong.

  The risk management perspective helps to highlight questions, which may or may not have been identified by considering accountabilities, through self-evaluation or application of the customer-centred model of the university.  

  In principle, risks are anticipated and potential problems ‘designed out’ via a framework of activities that includes strategic planning at institutional and departmental levels and operating statements (with specific targets by which to deliver the strategic goals) at both levels.  From day to day many risks are managed by a wide range of procedures and regulations. 

  Identified risks are addressed via the executive/management ‘route’ and the quality management ‘route’.  The University continues to refine its understanding of which route is most appropriate to address issues, with particular consideration being given to those issues which despite action in both routes remain difficult to resolve.

  In the case of the PULSE proforma, the risks that an academic employed on a temporary basis might not e.g. deliver the approved curriculum or assess students correctly, are reduced.  The temporary member of staff is given the module proforma before teaching commences and can use its evaluations and examples of evidence as an aid to planning the delivery of the module, drawing on the good practice made explicit by, and codified in, the contents of the proforma.

  A key risk for a university is the potential imbalance in accountability and autonomy as applied to an individual lecturer. A question worthy of further consideration is whether the quality assurance procedures are capable of managing the risks presented because of the level of autonomy enjoyed by an individual lecturer. 

Conclusion

Universities, their senior managers and front-line staff are pulled in different directions by the competing desires of various key stakeholders.  In designing its quality system the University continues to reflect on the balance of autonomy and accountability between the state and universities, the University and its departments, and a department and its individual members of staff.   The use of a customer-centred model of the University, which acknowledges the increasing public accountability placed on universities, may help to ensure that the needs of stakeholders are kept central to the organisation’s planning and operation. 

  Increasing accountability is also driving the requirement for rigorous evidence that can be used to support self- evaluations. However, there is a tension between the use of honest and open self-criticism within a University for the purpose of continuous improvement and the use of those self-assessments in a potentially critical public report prepared by an external agency.

  There is a resistance to quality assurance amongst academics because they perceive a shift in the balance of accountability and autonomy towards the former.  This emphasis on surveillance undermines a dual purpose of evaluation namely enlightenment. The University is experimenting to see if knowledge management techniques can help to balance these needs and at the same time seeks to engage staff in academic debate in language other than quality assurance jargon.  A risk management perspective is beginning to illuminate approaches that might enhance the University’s ability to manage operations and maintain quality.

  Individual academics are accountable to a number of stakeholders including their subject communities. Academics perceive their autonomy to be under threat by the increasing accountability of the higher education sector as a whole. Care must be taken that the management of these professionals does not in itself place at risk academic standards and quality.  The successful employment of self-evaluation, customer-centred approaches,  knowledge and risk management demands the highest level skills of leadership and management if the potential benefits of these approaches are to be achieved in practice.  
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Figure One: A Customer-Centred Model of the University
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