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Introduction

Central to higher education quality assurance processes is the accreditation or approval of new programmes. These processes vary between countries, accrediting agencies and institutions but essentially the approval process involves the assessment of the curriculum and resources supporting the programme to ensure it meets some level of acceptability prior to its implementation or validation. The process concentrates on ensuring a programme reaches some level of minimum acceptance through the use of broad criteria relying on professional judgement and experience or performance indicators (Mckay & Kember, 1999). The outcome of the approval  process is then a judgement that the programme meets some level of acceptability.  In other words it receives a "certification of health". 

Programme approval processes can be self imposed or imposed externally by a professional body, local or central government agency. There is often a direct relationship between a successful approval outcome and public funding and/or some form of recognition by a professional body.  Programme approval processes include both quality control and enhancement approaches (Dill, Massy, Williams, & Cook, 1996) and this paper focuses on the latter.  

Context of the study

All higher education institutions (HEIs) in New Zealand are required to obtain external approval for new programmes and the addition of new majors to degrees to access central government funding. The Education Amendment Act 1990 provides for the New Zealand Qualifications Authority (NZQA) to act as an approval and accreditation body for national qualifications and qualifications developed by a single institution.  This Act also provided for New Zealand Vice Chancellors' Committee (NZVCC), through CUAP, in lieu of the Authority to set up their own approval and accreditation process for new programmes and majors offered in universities (Authority, 1993). Consequently, the approval process for a degree to be developed and taught in a University is determined by CUAP, whereas for a degree to be developed and taught by a polytechnic is determined by the NZQA approval process. 

Overview of models

NZQA and CUAP observe the same broad criteria for approval of programmes. These are stated in the Education Act as: 

(a) The acceptability of the proposed course to the relevant academic, industrial, professional and other communities, in terms of the stated 

     objectives nomenclature, content and structure.

(b) The adequacy and appropriateness of the regulations which specify requirements for admission, recognition of prior learning, credit for previous study, course structure, assessment procedures, and the normal progression.

(c) The availability of appropriate academic staffing, teaching and research   

      facilities, and support services.

(d) The adequacy of the means of ensuring that assessment procedures are both appropriate, given the stated objectives, and fair.

(e) The adequacy of the provisions for monitoring course quality, reviewing course regulations and content, and determining whether courses shall continue to be offered.

The processes for making judgements against these criteria are quite different and reflect the different orientations to the purpose of higher education, role of academics and the institutions themselves.

The main features of the two models are presented in tabular form below:

Table 1  Main features of the NZQA and CUAP Models of External Approval.

	NZQA
	CUAP

	Notification of intending proposal by HEI to NZQA
	Notification by University of intending proposal to CUAP round.

	Preparation of documentation for proposal documentation based on 10 accreditation criteria and eight approval criteria as per NZQA guidelines
	Preparation of a proposal documentation, Section A and Section B as per CUAP guidelines

	Panel constituted and documentation forwarded to panel
	Section A forwarded to all Universities for evaluation

	Initial evaluation of documentation by panel


	Two month period for questions and comments to be forwarded and responded to, prior to sign off

	Panel visit (2 to 3 days) to meet with management, programme developers, advisory committee, students and teaching team to follow up queries raised by documentation and discussion meetings
	If no comments or if issues raised by individual Universities are resolved through emails then individual University sign off on the proposal.  If a proposal is signed off by all Universities then recommendation for approval goes to CUAP

	Report prepared with recommendations of panel to go to NZQA Board
	Outstanding queries or proposals that cannot be signed off are forwarded to CUAP for determination of approval 

	NZQA Board consider recommendations from panel and advise HEI of the outcomes 
	CUAP meets two times per year to determine the approvals and notifies each University of the approval outcomes for all University

	Appointment of monitor by NZQA and yearly reporting
	Preparation of self evaluation graduating year review which goes to CUAP


Methodology

The Auckland University of Technology, previously Auckland Institute of Technology was granted university status in 2000.  At the time of writing, this higher education provider has had 33 degrees and majors approved by the NZQA approval process and 42 programmes and new majors approved  by the CUAP process. Consequently this provider has some experience of both external approval processes. Two programme approvals, one under each model were able to be selected, so as to minimize the impact of variable factors like programme philosophy, developmental processes and resourcing, organisational culture and time frames.  After a comparison of documentation was completed, a series of interviews was carried out to obtain views on the impact of the process on the programme development. Several cycles of individual and collaborative analysis then formed the basis of this piece of insider research. 

Findings

From an analysis of the documentation and interviews, a number of themes emerged which will be presented in this paper  as preliminary findings. The data emphasizes  the importance  of internal processes. Results also identify and discuss features of the external processes which impact on development of the curriculum, including the programme idea and its readiness for delivery. The development of the team and its members is also an important outcome. 
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