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Outline

Auckland University of Technology has extensive quality management systems based on a number of  ‘Principles of Quality Management’ (AIT, 1999, p. 36), which the University states are central to their management of quality. These general principles include a well-managed and systematic approach to quality involving all the stakeholders and emphasising continuous improvement. The focus is on the total learning experience of the student and supporting initiatives that enhance the quality of learning and teaching (based on the notion of quality as transformative).  Above all, the principles purport that the quality management processes are a means, not an end in themselves.  The principles and systems were developed while AIT was a polytechnic, and have remained in place, with minor adjustments, following the transition to university status, which took effect in January, 2000.

One tool of quality management is AUT’s system of annual reporting on academic programmes. The system was introduced in 1993 and its stated purpose was to:
· facilitate monitoring of programme quality and identify areas for improvement;

· encourage and enhance reflection on educational practices and identify good practice that might be helpful to other programmes;

· facilitate decisions related to programme management;

· contribute to strategic planning at departmental, faculty and [university] level;

· meet the requirements of the [university’s] General Academic Statute ;

· relate to the [university’s] performance indicators;

· meet external agency expectations for programme provider reports. 

This last point related to the requirement for AIT to report to the New Zealand Qualifications Authority on its degree programmes.  Since it became a university, AUT is no longer required to do this.  

The reports were to include data and analysis of student applications and enrolments; the student profile; student achievement; graduate destinations, and reflection on a range of programme issues including curriculum issues; teaching and learning; assessment; staff development requirements; learning environment and resources; the staff research profile and its relationship to teaching on the programme.  Statistical data on students was to be supplied from the central student database in time for inclusion in the annual reports.

An audit of the system of annual reporting on programmes was conducted in 1996. AUT (then AIT) quality managers were aware of research at the time, which showed that the way in which programme annual reports were prepared and critiqued could play a significant role in facilitating improvements and enhancements to programmes.  As a result of the audit, the format for the reports was simplified with more emphasis being placed on key areas such as development of and review of action plans and the highlighting of examples of best practice. Aspects of the work of Harvey (1994) were quoted in the audit report as supporting the nature of the changes, in particular the purpose and the ‘ownership’ of the report and the opportunity for critique. According to Harvey (1994) an annual report ‘not only provides a direction and a log of accomplishments but places the ownership and control of quality improvement in the hands of the people who are going to effect changes at the staff-student interface, the course development level, the research frontline, and so on.’ Harvey also comments that in order for the report to be meaningful and not just a ‘self serving eulogy’ it should be subject to review and discussion.      

Since the annual reports were first implemented, different processes for reviewing and discussing them have been tried, with varying success.  In the early years, heads of departments would present the reports to a meeting of the Faculty Board (each having anything between four and fourteen programmes to report on).  Highlights and key issues for each programme would be summarised.  More recently, programme leaders, who are most often the authors of the reports, have presented their reports to a faculty-wide forum.  This process was limited initially to degree and graduate programmes, and appeared to be successful from the programme leaders’ point of view.  However, concern was expressed about the non-degree programmes being ‘left out’, so the following year they were included in the forum, with the result that the sheer number of programmes and reports made this an exercise akin to ‘Survivor’.  In 2002, a new system is being tried, where each department (rather than the faculty) holds its own forum for presenting the reports, with members of Faculty Board being invited to attend.

Newton (2000) in his study of quality assurance procedures at a higher education college in the UK discusses a marked ‘ “implementation gap” between the intentions underpinning “quality policy” and the actual outcomes’ as well as a tendency for quality policy to ‘become preoccupied with accountability rather than improvement and enhancement.’  Anecdotal evidence indicates that such a gap exists between the intent and the implementation of the programme annual report system at AUT.  This paper will explore the nature of that gap and the effects of the apparent tension between the competing purposes of accountability and continuous improvement and enhancement of academic programmes.  Some of the strategies that have already been implemented to attempt to resolve the tensions will be evaluated, and possibilities for transformation will be explored.  
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