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Outline

RMIT has recently rewritten its approach to educational quality assurance, and declared a significant commitment to program renewal. As part of the new educational quality régime, teaching staff are expected to participate in a cycle of evaluation, planning, improvement and radical review; this will include setting up performance indicators against which to evaluate the performance of their program. As part of program renewal, teaching staff are expected to rethink both teaching and curriculum, including revisiting the outcomes of their program and reformulating these outcomes as capabilities. 

In both projects, the project teams aim to foster action learning and local ownership. However, these are top-down changes that respond to pressures and opportunities in the university’s external environment: pressure to demonstrate excellence in teaching, and to show rigour in self-appraisal so as to satisfy a new external audit system; opportunities to develop new approaches in established fields and to use new technologies to contact and support new groups of students. As Marginson and Considine (2000) and Strathern (2000) make clear, management-driven changes of these kinds are not peculiar to our institution. Shore and Wright, for instance (in Strathern 2000, p. 77) argue that the cooption of staff at local level in accountability and the audit process, ‘the panopticon model of accountability’,  necessarily undermines trust and effectiveness and engenders insecurity. 

Can these effects be escaped? Is it possible to establish accountability and also to foster innovation?

We start with examining contradictions between quality and innovation, for instance where

· quality audits evoke compliance rather than real change;

· audits focus on processes rather than outcomes;

· ‘improvement cycles’ foster improvement within a taken-for-granted framework, rather than stepping out of the familiar and reframing possibilities;

· ‘accountability’ leads to pressure for uniform, quantitative performance indicators which deter risk taking and fresh thinking;

· the need to articulate and document detailed practice is dissonant with conceptions of the creativity of a discipline;

· the focus is on operational detail rather than bigger needs for support and system change.

In the first part of the paper, we respond independently to these issues, drawing on the approaches that are being adopted at RMIT, but providing alternative accounts of risks and possibilities. Our comments are informed by diverse literatures, including classical quality assurance principles, critiques of managerialism in education, critical theory, and theories of educational and organisational change - for example, Deming (1986), Strathern (2000), Habermas (1984-1985), Readings (1996), Senge (1990), Bowden and Marton (1997), Schön (1983), Marginson and Considine (2000). 

The second part of the paper is based on a conversation between us, in which we explore these accounts and discuss how they might be taken forward. 

We bring to this conversation a range of perspectives, both theoretical and practical, arising from our discipline background and also the roles in which we are each working. 

From the perspective of an educator engaged in quality assurance, educational quality assurance is easy to depict in terms of foucaultian governmentality and managerialism – characteristic of the corporatised university, with its defining shift in power from the Academic Board to the Vice Chancellor’s Executive, from the professor to the management team (cf Marginson and Considine, 2000). From this perspective, a key question is whether a a quality approach can be sponsored centrally and still seriously empower academics at a local and discipline level. 

From the perspective of staff working with academics at the School level, the university’s professed espousal of quality also raises the issue of how the university system of “rewards” is aligned with its strategic vision and stated objectives.  Explicit performance measures may be established to encourage program and course quality, however, individual rewards, particularly in relation to promotion, need to be seen to reflect the value that the university places on achieving educational quality.  Staff engagement in strategic change is also facilitated if there is a perceived consistency in all the related university policies and if senior management model the behaviour that they expect from their staff.  Not only does this provide reinforcement for a shared vision, but also overcomes the belief held by some staff, that the move to quality systems is based on the university’s fundamental lack of trust in the professionalism and commitment of the academics.

A critical perspective on the contemporary framing of quality assurance regimes suggests that quality can be neither measured nor managed into existence. ‘Quality is a normative and regulative idea... it belongs to and thrives as an idea best in conversation. Attempt to operationalise it - or measure it - and it dies.’ (Watts 2002).  From this critical frame QA constantly hovers on the point of sliding into  ‘vacuous managerialism’ which is all too likely to lead to unwillingness on the part of academics to take ‘quality’ seriously. This would be a pity given the urgent need to establish a vibrant and reflexive culture of good teaching  in universities. Far better would be  a ‘bottom up’, engaged and ethnographic project speaking explicitly and directly about the experience of staff as teachers. ‘We need a much deeper and richer conversation about what ‘quality’ means in a university, in ways that links questions of language and truth and ethical - ie practical - engagement in new and deep ways’ (Watts, 2002). 

From a professional development perspective, quality assurance within the university might best be considered as a form of organisational learning or reflective practice (Schön 1983; Senge 1990). If this is so, the underlying pedagogical assumptions concerning the teaching and learning relationships implicit in quality assurance come into focus. Readings (1996, p 165) has characterised the scene of teaching as a practice that requires us “to think beside each other and beside ourselves…to explore an open network of obligations that keeps the question of meaning open as a locus of debate.” By extension, any approach to quality assurance must be dialogical and the success of any system must be measured by its ability to engage the diverse academic and management communities within our institutions in open dialogue. By contrast, the systematisation of quality and its process focus militate against dialogue in preference to the accounting logic of nameable outcomes and quantifiable events monitored by an auditor with no obligation to contribute to the creation of meaning.

From our conversation, we distil some challenges and possibilities for organisations wishing to use quality assurance to transform teaching and learning.
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