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SUMMARY

In 1993 a system of annual reporting on individual academic programmes was introduced at AUT
 (then AIT)
.  The stated purpose of the reports was to: 

· facilitate monitoring of programme quality and identify areas for improvement; 

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

· facilitate decisions related to programme management; 

· contribute to strategic planning at departmental, Faculty and [University] level; 

· relate to the [University's] performance indicators. 

The aim of the study was to evaluate the effectiveness of programme annual reports in one Faculty.  Staff members responsible for writing the reports were asked about their experiences and perceptions of the process.  Possible tensions between competing purposes of the reports, specifically those of accountability and improvement, were explored.  The research process was designed to involve Faculty staff in the debate about the purposes, problems and possibilities of the reports. The next stage of the research will look at recommendations for the improvement of the annual reporting process.

BACKGROUND

Programme Annual Reports were just one element of extensive quality management systems developed by AUT in response to the “New Era” of planning and reporting in the New Zealand tertiary sector, signalled by the “Learning for Life” policy (Department of Education 1989) and implemented by the 1989 Education Act
.   AUT, then a polytechnic, welcomed the challenge of this new era: “… finally after years of lobbying and discussion, we have the opportunity and obligation to swing into the new modes of institutional autonomy and accountability.” (Hinchcliff 1989)

However, there was a price to pay for this increased autonomy and during the next few years AUT set up extensive administrative and reporting structures to meet the demands of the new accountability cycle of Charter, Statement of Objectives and Annual [Institute] Reports.  In addition to the government’s reporting requirements, there were also requirements imposed on tertiary institutions by the New Zealand Qualifications Authority (NZQA)
.  AUT, in response to these requirements, put significant resources into developing quality assurance processes to demonstrate the academic credibility of its programmes and to ensure the programmes were validated.

A philosophical shift to a more student-centred approach to learning ran parallel to the raft of new accountability requirements.  These two developments created tension as they jostled for space in the new era.  In 1993 AUT’s Head of Educational Development initiated a Quality Project stating, “…we must focus clearly on the quality of student learning and cannot take an approach that considers systems in isolation from student learning.”
  A number of principles of quality management (AIT 1994) and programme annual reports were outcomes of this project.

The programme annual reports reflected the tensions inherent in these different developments.  The reports were linked to AUT’s performance indicators to ensure all staff were working towards the same goals and objectives.  In this way planning requirements could be coordinated right down to programme level.  At the same time, the reports focused on the quality and enhancement of educational practices.

As quality management processes were developed at AUT, their focus moved away from accountability towards an improvement-led approach to quality.  Following an audit of the Programme Annual Report process in 1996, the report format was simplified with more emphasis being placed on development and review of action plans and highlighting examples of best practice. The audit report
 extensively quoted the work of Harvey (1994) particularly in relation to the purposes and ownership of the reports and the opportunity for discussion and review. As a result of this audit, different processes for discussing and reviewingiewing and discussing the reports have been tried with varying success over the past five years.

It is now nine years since the programme annual reporting process was established at AUT and six years since the process was audited and recommended changes were implemented.  Recent research (Newton 2000, Spencer-Matthews 2001) indicates that the development of quality assurance systems in academic institutions has not necessarily improved the teaching and learning experience for students or staff.  There is also evidence that, even if quality is defined as improvement-led, academics interpret the issue of quality as one of external demands for accountability.  In the light of this recent research and anecdotal evidence within their workplace, the researchers were interested in looking at ways of transforming the meaning of quality so it focuses on teaching and learning and ultimately improves the overall learning experience.  

METHODOLOGY

The approach taken continued the tradition of previous research in the area of quality assurance systems (eg Newton 2000, Spencer-Matthews 2001), that of 'insider research' using inductive qualitative research methods. The researchers explored participants' experiences and perceptions through focus group interviews and gave them the opportunity to be involved in recommended changes to the process.

A theme list and an open-ended interview schedule were developed. Academic staff who had been responsible for writing reports since 1996 were emailed with information about the project and invited to take part in the focus group sessions.  Participation was voluntary and confidentiality was guaranteed.  Three focus group sessions were set up with six participants in each. 

One researcher facilitated the focus groups and the other two researchers took notes. The sessions, which each lasted about an hour, were audiotaped and later transcribed.  The transcripts were analysed to identify common themes across the different interviews.  

EMERGING THEMES 

Workload
Participants appeared to be overloaded with work and too busy to write the reports.  Likewise, the participants believed other staff were too busy to contribute to the report in any way. “We are all busy all the time.”  “When are we not busy?”  In this context the participants’ overall response to the report was “panic” and “hysterical laughter”.  How could they “fit it in amongst all the other things?”.  Many participants appeared to write their reports in the “summer break” and believed that if the reports were not a requirement, they would not get around to writing them.

Staff Induction

A number of the participants felt that they had received little induction into their programme leader role and were unprepared for the task of writing an annual report.  It seems that writing the reports was not always detailed in their position descriptions.  The reports were:

“a sort of rumour…someone suggested that there was going to be a task that I wouldn’t enjoy and that it was something that one should be filled with dread and I better have a good rest before because I was really going to be up against the wall to do it …” 

New programme leaders found workshops on writing the reports and/or mentoring by other staff members extremely useful but such support was perceived as being available by luck rather than by design. 

It was suggested, rather ironically, that one of the positive outcomes of writing a report was that the process was a good induction tool, a bizarre initiation ceremony. One participant was “warned” by colleagues “now you’re a Programme Leader the good thing about the job is you get to write the annual report”.
Power

Participants expressed a sense of powerlessness. The reports were “just part of the endless discussions everyone has that do not go anywhere.” They wanted the reports to act as a voice but they did not feel heard. “We would have had some things in those reports for five years now.” “It doesn’t really have any relevance outside of a thought in my head.”

There was also an unspoken fear about the purpose and use of the reports, a fear about what you could or should say in the reports, a sense the reports should only refer to positive aspects of the programme and, if this was the case, how could they be truly reflective.

Connection/Disconnection

There was also a sense of frustration at the perceived lack of connection between the reports and any decision-making processes at AUT.  The reports seemed to go into a “black hole”. Participants, having expended significant amounts of time and energy in preparing the report, had the impression that the reports appeared to go “into a vacuum”. Participants were confused about who reads the reports – Board of Studies members?  The Head of School?   The Dean?  The Library?  The Vice Chancellor?

“I don’t get any feedback from there or from further up ...”. 

“It’s part of the ... endless stream of reports that one sends off up into the ... nether reaches of the stratosphere which waft off to hopefully keep us as a ... legitimate organisation ...” 

“I didn’t think anybody read them.”

Associated with the sense of both powerlessness and disconnection were feelings of isolation and lack of acknowledgement and/or support both from their peers and from those in positions of authority.  

PRELIMINARY FINDINGS

Most of the participants were clear about what they perceived as the intended purposes of the reports and these perceptions corresponded with AUT’s stated purposes.  Any confusion was generally in the context of new staff who had not been adequately briefed about the purposes of the reports.  This is reflected in the theme of staff induction.

One participant said she had always seen the reports as the “backbone of quality control”.  Participants often perceived the reports as serving an extremely useful function “internally” for the programme: a “valuable record”, a “reference document”, which enabled them to monitor the quality of the programme, track the progress of a programme and identify areas for improvement. New programme leaders, in particular, commented that reading previous reports was a very useful way of finding out the history of their programmes and how, why and when changes had been made.

The reports were seen to formalise rather than encourage reflection on educational practices.  In the context of workload the mandatory writing of the reports provided an opportunity for reflection and planning, a “space” which may not otherwise have been found. 

“Most of the time during the year you find that that time for reflection is very scarce, and I suspect that if we didn’t have a formal reporting process we probably wouldn’t make the time.”

One participant said he actually enjoyed writing the reports and others indicated that they found compiling the report to be a positive, useful and important process for themselves.  However, some participants stated that reflection would happen anyway by different means and they were not convinced that recording it in this way improved the reflection process.  Within the context of workload there was not much evidence that the reports enhanced reflection; in fact, the quality of the reflection could be questioned because writing the report was often described as just “a job that has to be done”, a job “to be done as soon as quickly as possible”, another task to get out of the way.  

The reports were intended to identify areas of good practice which might be helpful to other programmes.  Identifying good practice seemed to have been interpreted as a requirement to emphasise positive aspects rather than raise contentious issues.  Participants were unsure where this idea had originated and expressed concern about this focus. How could the reports be truly reflective if there was a requirement to focus on the good things that did not need action?  If it was only about impression management then why go to all the effort required to write the reports?  These questions relate to themes of power and workload.

Participants generally agreed that aspects of the reports could be useful to other programmes, which clearly relates to the theme of connectedness.  However, once again in the context of workload, how could the reports be useful to other programmes if everyone was so busy there was no time to distribute reports or for others to read them or listen to presentations?  In reality, they perceived the reports as having no value to others, no value “outside of my office” or even “outside my head”.

Almost unanimously participants wanted the reports to provide a “voice” for the programme and to be a “tool for action”.  Since 1996 the report format has emphasised the action plan and participants felt that this was the most useful aspect of the reports.  The overriding issue for participants was what happened when areas for improvement or action had been identified.  What could a programme leader who felt isolated and powerless do about these issues?  One participant said he could not remember one single issue ever being actioned by management as a result of the report.  Is the action plan simply “a to do list for programme leaders”?

Back in 1993 the annual reports were intended to link to the University’s strategic planning process with each section related to the Institute’s performance indicators.  The reports currently appear to be unconnected with the university’s planning process or decision-making structures.  Many participants struggled with the format of the report.  Maybe this is because they are not aware of the intended link. The participants wanted to believe that the reports “facilitated decisions related to programme management” and “contributed to strategic planning” but they could find no evidence that this happened.

When the format of the reports was revised in 1996, the focus moved away from accountability and links with strategic planning although the stated purposes of the reports remained the same.  The audit team had been influenced by the work of Harvey (1994).  They wanted to improve the process so the report became a “short document” providing “ a direction and log of accomplishments but placing the ownership and control of quality improvement in the hands of the people who are going to effect changes at the staff-student interface”.  This is problematic in the context of isolated individuals who feel powerless.  Many of the issues participants identified as impeding quality were outside their control and they felt powerless to do anything about them.  

All the participants identified that one person, the programme leader/coordinator, wrote the report.  While some had developed strategies to involve other staff members, it was essentially an isolated and isolating activity.  Harvey (1994) said, “the whole team must be involved in the production of the report…because it provides a focus for exploring quality issues and this is an important element in the culture of quality improvement”.  The original intent appeared to be that the Board of Studies as a group should be involved in preparing the report.  (In 1993 the report was called a Board of Studies Report.
)  

Some participants found the Board of Studies forum a successful way of critiquing the reports, particularly the action plans.  Others felt that the Board of Studies had no interest in the reports, or were confused about their connection with the Board of Studies “What is this about it being a board of studies report?” “That must be when you table it!”  There was some evidence of “self critical teams sharing experiences” but this discussion did not always happen at Boards of Studies.  This is not surprising in the context of a rapidly growing Faculty where Boards of Studies have become larger and removed from the core teaching team.  

Harvey (1994) said that to ensure programme reports are meaningful they must be subject to review and discussion and there must be a strong connection with stakeholders at all levels.  The 1996 audit recommended that faculties address and improve these aspects, and since this time the Faculty has tried different methods of discussing the reports.  In the early years, Heads of Departments would present the reports to a meeting of the Faculty Board highlighting key issues for each programme. More recently, programme leaders have presented their own reports to a Faculty-wide forum.  In 2002, a new system was tried, where each department (rather than the Faculty) held its own forum to present the reports.  Faculty Board members were invited to attend.  Participants indicated that these changes have worked with varying success.  They liked the idea of a forum where they could hear what else was going on.  However, in the context of all the emerging themes this did not work.  How did the report relate to everything else? What should they report on? How could they or others find time to attend? Given the power relations how ‘safe’ was the environment?

WHERE TO FROM HERE?

There is, undoubtedly, still a tension between the different purposes of the reports, a tension reflected in the binary nature of many of the participants’ responses. The researchers feel that these conflicts and contradictions reflect the conflicting and contradictory purposes of reports, the tension between improvement and accountability.

We are six years on from the changes designed to simplify the reports and focus them on key areas such as action plans to maximise the opportunities for addressing quality issues at programme and faculty level.  However, these changes seem to have had little impact.  At programme level the report does not seem to be empowering academics to take ownership and control of quality issues.  At Faculty level the action plans have no impact on the strategic direction taken by management.  The themes identified by the current researchers were all evident in the 1996 audit report and they still seem to be impeding the effectiveness of the reports as a quality tool.

However, it is interesting that, almost without exception and despite all their concerns, participants did not want to do away with programme annual reports. What they wanted was for the reports to have more meaning, relevance and importance within their Schools, their Faculty and the University.  They wanted the reports to have an impact and to stimulate action at management level.  

If the researchers recommend strengthening the links between the programme reports and strategic planning at Faculty and University level, the danger is that the reports will focus too much on the accountability purposes, subsuming the stated purposes of reflection and improvement of educational practices.  In this environment the reports could be used to justify the existence of, or possibly the closing of programmes.  All the participants were clear that they did not want the annual reports to be used for this purpose.  This could clearly inhibit the writing of a truly reflective document.  Yet another conflict and contradiction for the researchers to grapple with!
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� Auckland University of Technology


� Auckland Institute of Technology (AIT) became Auckland University of Technology (AUT) in 2000.


� The 1989 Education Act and subsequent 1990 Eduction Amendment Act decentralised the management of tertiary institutions in New Zealand opening them up to a competitive market place.  The traditional divide between universities and other tertiary institutions was swept away.  For the first time institutions other than universities could offer degrees and private tertiary institutions were given access to public funds.


� The 1989 and 1990 Education Amendment Act established the NZQA with a brief to institute a national qualifications framework across the education sector from secondary schools to post compulsory education. NZQA were also responsible for establishing policies and criteria for the accreditation of tertiary institutions and the validation of programmes.


� “Quality Project”, Report to AUT Academic Board from Head of Educational Development, AIT Academic Board Minutes, May 1993.


� Report on the Academic Audit of Programme Annual Reports, November 1996, AIT Academic Board Minutes February 1997.


�  Boards of Studies are responsible to the faculty academic board for the academic development of a programme or group of programmes.
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