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Abstract

This paper presents preliminary findings from a comparative study.  Two models of external programme approval in New Zealand and their impact on programme development were examined.  The focus of the study was the development and approval of two majors within the same undergraduate programme.  Analysis of the two models of approval is followed by discussion of participants’ perceptions of the ways in which the external approval processes influence the development of the programme idea, its readiness for delivery and team development.  It is hoped that this study will prove useful for the development or further refinement of internal or external programme approval and accreditation processes.  In particular, this paper identifies those aspects of the process that are likely to lead to further enhancement of a new programme and its implementation. 

Introduction

Programme approval or accreditation is one of the key quality assurance processes in higher education.  The process varies between countries, accrediting agencies and institutions but essentially the approval process involves the assessment of the curriculum and resources supporting the programme to ensure some level of acceptability prior to its implementation or validation is met.  Programme approval processes can be self imposed (internally) or imposed externally by a professional body, local or central government agency. 

Programme approval processes include both quality control and enhancement approaches (Dill, Massy, Williams, & Cook, 1996) and this paper focuses on the latter.  Enhancement of the programme is achieved in a variety of direct and indirect ways prior to its submission to the approval body, during the evaluation process and as a consequence of the outcome of the approval process.  A direct way in which the programme may be enhanced is through review by those outside the development team - endorsing and strengthening a particular area of the proposal or recommending areas for further development and change.  Reviewers who are not part of the development team are often able to provide an objective perspective and consider the proposed programme in the light of broader considerations which may not have been sufficiently addressed in the proposal.  An indirect way in which the programme may be enhanced is through the impact of the approval process on the development team, which then flows on to the programme proposal itself.

There is an assumption in curriculum development that the quality of a programme is enhanced through collaboration.  Students experience the programme as a whole, with a variety of teachers who deliver the different parts of the curriculum.  This means that there is a need for the teaching staff to work together on developing a new programme to ensure all parts form a coherent whole with sequential progression.  However, the extent to which the teachers act as a team dedicated to the development of the programme as a whole, rather than to isolated subject areas, is determined by the external and internal work environment.  There is extensive literature (Boyer, 1992; Massy, Wilger & Colbeck, 1994) on schism between academic collegiality and academic autonomy and the structures and rewards that underpin these two opposing forces.  Massy, Wilger & Colbeck (1994) identify several features that work to enhance isolation in academic departments.  These include fragmented communication patterns, specialisation and the greater rewards and incentives given to individual performance such as research in comparison to team activities such as programme development.  The results from this study also show that collaborative behaviour can be fostered by the nature of programme approval process.

The researchers have found few studies which investigate the way in which the process of programme approval impacts upon those participants involved in that process.  Westerheijden (1999) also identifies that the micro level of ways in which validation teams work is relatively unclear and undocumented.  His comments relate to the workings of programme reviewers.  There is also little in the literature on the impact of the approval process on the staff submitting the proposal for review.  This study also aims to provide greater insights into how the model of programme approval directly and indirectly impacts on the programme and programme development team. 

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 Act 1989 (amended 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 provides for the New Zealand Vice Chancellors' Committee (NZVCC), through Committee on University Academic Programmes (CUAP) ‘in lieu of’ NZQA, to set up their own approval and accreditation process for new programmes and majors offered in universities (NZQA 1993).  Consequently, the approval process for a degree to be developed and taught in a university is determined by the CUAP approval process, whereas for a degree to be developed and taught by any other HEI such as a polytechnic, is determined by the NZQA approval process.

Overview of Models

NZQA and CUAP observe the same broad criteria for the approval of new programmes or majors.  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.  It is beyond the scope of this paper to outline the background and detail of the differences between these two models.  A full description of the two models has been reported in a study by Paxton & Wright (2002).  This paper is concerned primarily with the key features of difference regarding the process and their impact upon the enhancement of a programme and programme development team.

The main features of the two external models of programme approval are presented in tabular form on the following page.

Table 1: Main Features of the NZQA and CUAP Models of External Approval for Degrees

	
	NZQA
	CUAP

	Notice of Programme Proposal
	HEI sends proposal to NZQA
	University sends proposal to CUAP

	Document based on Education Act criteria (see a to e above)
	One or more documents, including the proposal and supporting evidence (covering a to e)
	Two documents : Section A (covering a and b primarily) and Section B (covering c to e)

	Reviewers
	An expert panel especially constituted for each proposal. The panel includes: two external academics (appointed by NZVCC) and two industry representatives in the area of study of the proposal; one senior academic from the HEI submitting the proposal; NZQA assurance coordinator and a chair.
	Entire New Zealand university community

	Review Process
	Printed document is forwarded by NZQA to panel members for initial evaluation of proposal
	Section A forwarded to all universities for evaluation by email.  Section B may be requested by an individual university

	
	then
	then

	
	Panel visits and meets with management, programme developers, advisory committee, students and teaching team over 2-3 days and discusses, raises queries, clarifies
	Individual universities (through email) forward their queries and comments to the University submitting the proposal. A two month period is available for dialogue exchange regarding the proposal

	
	and
	and

	
	… decides to approve programme with or without recommendations or not approve
	… each university decides whether to approve or not approve each proposal

	Decision
	Report prepared with recommend-ations of panel to go to NZQA Board
	Each university reports their “sign offs” to CUAP and identifies proposals that they will not approve at this stage

	Formal Approval
	The NZQA Board meets 5 - 6 times a year, considers recommendations from panels and advises the HEI of the outcome
	CUAP meets twice per year, approves each programme which has received “sign off” by every university, and further considers proposals which have not received a “sign off”, and notifies each university of the approval outcomes for all universities

	Further Review
	Appointment of monitor and yearly reporting to NZQA
	Self-evaluation graduating year review which goes to CUAP


Methodology

The Auckland University of Technology (AUT), previously Auckland Institute of Technology (AIT), was granted university status in 2000.  AIT has had 33 degrees and majors approved by the NZQA approval process.  At the time of this study 42 programmes, including majors, have been approved through the CUAP approval process.  Consequently, this provider has some experience of both external approval processes. 

A comparison of documentation relating to the two processes was initially completed, which helped form the basis of the questions for semi-structured interviews.  A series of interviews were carried out with 15 respondents.  Respondents were either involved as reviewers in either of the approval processes or as developers. The developers include those who were involved in the submission of a programme for approval to either NZQA or CUAP.  Several cycles of individual and collaborative analysis then formed the basis of this insider research.

Findings

The data indicates that there is a direct relationship between the external approval process and the level of preparation of the programme and programme development team.  The programme includes the philosophy and concept, graduate profile, content, structure, regulations and all activities associated with its offering as a live curriculum.  The programme development team includes all staff who contribute to the preparation of the overall management and teaching of the proposed programme.  
Programme Development

The findings indicate that the characteristics of the model as enacted in practice impact on the development of the programme concept and its readiness for implementation.

In the NZQA model, the two major features are the proposal document and the subsequent panel visit.  The document "should be sufficient to enable the Qualifications Authority [NZQA] to determine whether the criteria governing approval and accreditation have been met" (NZQA 1993, p15).  Once the detail relating to ten quality management systems criteria and nine programme criteria are provided, the resulting document becomes very large and is often one hundred or more pages.  It is generally supported by various other evidential pieces, which are compiled in the course of the development, eg. course or subject handbook, faculty research reports.  The findings indicate that the panel visit then becomes an interrogation of this document and the thinking behind it.

Respondents acknowledged the impact of these documentation requirements on the preparatory stage of development.  The need for substance and depth was recognised, and this resulted in a positive impact on the development.  This was described as follows :

… prompts serious thinking of the idea and its justification (Developer respondent 2) 

Discussion in [the] NZQA [process] and increasing documentation got to the essence of the programme, therefore we needed to do lots of thinking (Developer respondent 2)

Respondents also noted negative aspects of the documentation.  These included endless document rewrites, learning “NZQA speak” and dealing with the uncertainty of the document requirements.

However, it was clearly the panel visit which had a more significant impact on the development of the proposal.  Its summative nature was understood by the respondents; for example, it was described by one respondent as “the final exam”.  However, it also had another dimension which seemed to revolve around truth testing.  It was described by both a developer and reviewer respondent as follows :

The [Higher Education] Institute has put the written word in front of everyone, but there’s something about a person explaining it - they understand it, or you start to see where word and action part company (Reviewer respondent 8)

NZQA gets to genuineness - people who will deliver the programme … you can tell if they’ve done the work (Developer respondent 2) 

Respondents involved with development of a new programme identified that this impending interaction meant that depth and breadth of thinking were required about the programme concept, as well as significant implementation detail about actual delivery to students.  The face-to-face interaction with the panel meant that everything regarding the programme had to be thought through, as expressed in this comment :

… less opportunity to fudge things (Developer respondent 2)

The panel process also impacted on the programme concept and preparation for delivery in another fashion.  While the main focus of the visit was on approval, the interactive nature of the discussion during the two days resulted in significant formative activity through the feedback from panel members.  This discussion often focused on improvement, especially in relation to implementation issues; for example, the learning progression, the scope, size and content of papers, teaching approaches.  While the value of this feedback was recognised, its immediate impact was less certain as these comments indicate :

Good to have intense conversational discussion - not really anything you can do with comments at this stage of the process though helps with implementation.  Too late [at the final approval stage] to make alterations to the programme structure (Developer respondent 10)

Not sure that any of my comments would have resulted in significant change … may have influenced attitudes at margin, but not significantly so (Reviewer respondent 5)

It was also noted that ownership of the programme by the developers and their ability to cope with criticism could be an issue in discussion of the proposal.  The face-to-face nature of the process could also impact on feedback :

Face-to-face makes poignant comments and observations. This has two effects : (a) shock and devastation ; and (b) it can bring home the force of the critique and gravity of it and must be acted on (Reviewer respondent 6)

The study also found that the NZQA panels were inconsistent in their interpretation of the criteria and, therefore, the outcomes could be variable.  Several respondents noted the way in which panel members could be influenced by their values and agendas.  This resulted in programme proposals receiving varying and different attention to parts of a proposal or criteria and, therefore, having inconsistent impact on different programmes.  The role of the Chair was identified as crucial to ensure that the panel worked effectively and consistently. 

The findings of this study identified one other aspect of the external process that impacted significantly on the programme concept and curriculum.  The NZQA panel included industry representation.  The positive impact of this representation was acknowledged by a wide range of respondents in the project.  The data indicated that industry input is likely to enhance and broaden programmes in a number of ways : 

It’s about strengthening learning experiences to meet real world needs.  Need to go beyond peer review ... was anxious not to have another degree like the existing degrees … need to create something new and highly applied (Reviewer respondent 12)

The value of having industry reviewers to ensure the proposed programme prepares graduates for the real world was noted by several respondents.  The writers consider that the inclusion of industry representation is particularly crucial for a university that has a professional or practice focused mission.  Its absence raises an interesting issue for universities :

NZQA did have a focus on relevance to industry and this is not present in CUAP … will only impact on the quality of our programmes if we don’t continue internal approval with industry members (Developer respondent 1)

By contrast, in the CUAP approval process the expectation for the proposal documentation is stated as "a succinct description … economical use of paper” (CUAP,2001, p17-18).  This was recognised by respondents, who described the CUAP process as lean and minimalist.  An interesting reason for this brevity was given by one respondent as the need to disclose as little as possible to preserve competitive advantage.

In our view, the email method of distribution and the large audience creates a need for a small and succinct document.  However, over time, this leanness has become somewhat standardised because the proposal documents are publicly available, and have become templates for programme development ; ie. “do it like this and it’ll be OK”.  

One further disadvantage identified by a respondent of such a lean document is that it isn’t possible to start a working programme from CUAP documentation.  One consequence of this is a further development process, which is unlikely to be subject to any substantive review prior to its offering.
While the CUAP model is based on the concept of peer review, the data indicated that improvement to the programme proposal was unlikely.  A number of respondents considered that competitive environment resulted in comments that were often focused on patch protection.  The reduced disclosure was compared by one respondent to the process of a poker game where a person is not required to show their hand unless requested to through a query.  On the other hand, some benefits of the leanness were identified.  Another respondent commented that the leanness meant that programme teams had to get to the essence of the proposal, but that this needed to be balanced with good and substantial academic development.

Programme Development Team

The preliminary findings from this study indicate that the model of programme approval impacts on the way teaching staff approach the development of the new programme, and the form and level of collaborative interaction between them.

The findings from this study indicate that a programme approval process like that of the NZQA model, that includes a face-to-face interaction between a panel and the programme development team, ensures that team members work closely together to develop the intended programme in more detail.  The comments from respondents reflect two facets of this quality assurance process. These are the fear of not getting it right and the motivation to work together to get improvement :

This approach - the document plus a visit - is motivational for the development team (Developer respondent 2)

We were terrified of the panel (Developer respondent 7)

The visit gave some kind of motivation to have development detail to a degree that you could put it on the table - it got lots of development processes underway (Developer respondent 1)

Further, by coming together to work through the proposal and prepare for the panel visit, a team ethos developed which enhanced a greater level of commitment of the individual teachers to the new programme.  Respondents commented that the teachers took ownership of the proposal and that the process encourages a high level of commitment to the whole, as opposed to just their subject or course.
The NZQA process, with its focus on the visit, means that a team of some kind must emerge to respond collectively and individually to queries about the inter-relationship between the different parts of the curriculum.  The visit involves meeting with different groups and the panel reviewers aim to triangulate the information being presented.  The review process and reviewers are also external and this enhances a solidarity amongst the programme development team.  Lines, Pollock & Rizetti (2000, p.3) state that the team activity of preparing a new programme is a very “task focused and purposeful activity” and, therefore, stimulates the development of a team.  They further refer to RMIT documentation, which identifies qualities of effective teams as those that have “a clearly articulated view of their course and of the graduate attributes they are working to develop … and a shared acceptance of the value of the common task …” (Lines, Pollock & Rizetti, 2000, p.5).

By contrast, the CUAP approval does not require a team to manifest itself physically or virtually. The document is a lean document which, in essence, provides an executive summary of the intended programme.  All interaction with the reviewers is written (via email) and is therefore asynchronous.  It is also anonymous and, depending on the query, could be answered by one person or not necessarily a consolidated response from a team :

Probably we are not as engaged ... one person could do it [write the document] (Developer respondent 3)

We had a team development process [under the NZQA model] and in some areas this changed with the CUAP process (Developer respondent 2)

The comments via the email process in the CUAP model are often succinct and get to the heart of the matter.  A consequence is that commentary is very focused, particularly on the shortcomings of the proposal from the point of view of the reviewers.  There is little positive endorsement to balance these comments.  The discussions were often viewed as a criticism of the proposal, rather than collegial feedback for improvement, as this comment indicates :

[The comments] could have been developmental if said in a certain way … they were looking to find fault in a nit picking sort of way (Developer respondent 13)

A further consequence is that the programme development team are reluctant to own or value the feedback :

I felt removed from the processes with CUAP.  With NZQA we could negotiate and discuss and work with them - it was more personal and easier.  When changes were suggested at the CUAP meeting, we weren’t present because only a representative of the University goes.  Changes suggested there won’t make any difference to the programme as presented to students … (Developer respondent 7)

Further comments from respondents indicate how the operation of the team is directly influenced by the communication mode used the approval process.  In particular, these comments are comparative between the two approval processes and indicate that where a proposal is reviewed in the absence of a face-to-face interaction, then there is less incentive for the teaching team to come together, and that isolationist work patterns of academics tend to take precedence over active collaboration :

We were quite careful of the degree development, that the degree came from a team, that each team member had a role and would respond to it and this had a positive effect on the programme.  Everyone in the department knew they have to be involved because of the impending panel visit … In Programme A everyone knew it was a document only, and people weren’t so interested, they just had to come along to meetings and give feedback.  With Programme B it was completely different.  People will regard Programme A as modular and will just focus on their module I think, but with Programme B there was a high level of commitment to the whole (Developer respondent 7)

Having to face up to a panel ensures that you think very seriously about what you are proposing and ensure that you have adequate justification.  Panels are a motivator for teams.  Much more engagement when they knew there was a panel.  CUAP is about considered responses (Developer respondent 3)
Conclusion and Recommendations

The findings of the study indicate overall that an external process which includes significant documentation and a visit from an expert panel which includes both industry and external academics representatives does improve the quality of a new programme.  This is achieved through its impact on the development team and the need to develop a programme ready for implementation.  As a consequence, we recommend the following elements in a programme approval process :-  

· documentation which addresses both the programme proposal and its implementation ;

· face-to-face interaction with programme development team ; and

· involvement of external reviewers from both industry and the academic community. 

This study focused on a comparison of two external models.  However, a programme proposal generally proceeds through various internal deliberative bodies before it reaches the external body.  The extent to which external processes are required if the internal processes included the elements above was not fully explored, and is an area for further investigation. 
This paper has reported on the elements of the process that contribute to enhancement of the programme and the programme development team.  However, another part of the study also found that an external model which is founded on a lean document and academic peer review which is carried out by email, offers systemic advantages for universities.  These were identified as efficiency, consistency and inclusiveness of the university academic community.  The two models need not be seen as mutually exclusive.  Through the use of internal and external processes, it may be possible to take the best features of both approval processes.
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