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Quality and Innovation in University Education: Contradiction or Synergy?
Kate Patrick, Robyn Lines, Vera Joosten, Rob Watts and Miriam Weisz
.

RMIT, Melbourne.

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. 

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.

The first part of the paper draws on our independent responses to these points, identifying major issues of agreement and disagreement. The second part is based on a conversation between us, in which we explored how these issues might be taken forward. 

Quality audits and compliance

QA is at best a lame duck; at worst it can become a toxic lame duck spreading poisons through the water supply.

We agreed that quality audits can evoke compliance; one of us argued that overwhelmingly audits elicit at best compliance.  One reason offered for this was staff perceptions of the language and concerns of quality – it is seen as using meaningless language and inconsistent expectations, and displaying a thinness and lack of complexity in its approach to the life of the mind and conversations about scholarship, teaching and research.  The underlying rationale of quality audits is challenged – they are seen as part of a top-down, managerialist approach to quality which implies mistrust and disempowerment of academics (cf Gatfield, Barker and Graham, 1999; Winter et al., 2000;  Elton, 1992, in McKay and Kember, 1999). At a practical level,  preparing for an audit is a burden that adds to an already heavy workload (Winter, Taylor and Sarros, 2000), audit requirements are seen as disconnected from the usual and useful practices of the group, and the auditor is not expected to engage with the group’s processes of enquiry and change. In summary, participants don’t expect to learn from the audit.

Negative attitudes to quality audits are seen to have dangerous implications for educational innovation: staff animosity to “quality” can and does obstruct their engagement in discussions aimed at improving the curriculum or teaching and learning activities. 

One of us suggested that it would be more likely for audits to be positively received if staff saw the activities associated with the audit as useful. Documentation requirements are less likely to be perceived as onerous if they are perceived to help improve communication between staff and systematic program planning.  A top down approach to the audit may evoke less resistance if university strategies and criteria are seen to provide an appropriate framework for program development, consistent with their academic purposes and directions. Finally, performance indicators are more likely to be seen as meaningful if staff already use the indicators to track the conduct and success of the program.

Audits focused on processes rather than outcomes

In the short time frame of an audit, it is easy to see the nameable and countable landmarks within an environment; not so easy to see the wicked problems where the real work of change has gone on. 

Between 1995 and 2000, RMIT’s educational quality assurance system used program activities and improvement cycles, rather than outcomes, as the focus of the quality review/audit. 

We identified some advantages in this approach. Focusing on processes rather than outcomes seems to be an appropriate strategy for evaluating the quality of education – as Shields put it, “quality was not in the student or in the knowledge they acquired; rather it was the relationship between the student and the knowledge” (Shields 1999:66). If effective practices are relevant to educational outcomes, it would seem reasonable that they be identified and monitored. Finally, focusing on improvement cycles is a step towards supporting systematic changes in practice – it opens up the possibility of thinking about quality and about doing things differently, and has encouraged staff to undertake action research to follow through initiatives.

On the other hand, audits based on process can skew towards questions of efficiency and system reliability, and away from issues of meaning (cf Flood 1999:143). We saw hazards in separating process from outcomes. In the pressure situation of an audit, it is easy to adopt a simplified view of improvement as the solution of straightforward problems, using linear approaches – comprehensive planning followed by implementation – which are assumed to fit all disciplines and all contexts.  Focusing on process obscures the interaction between processes, contexts and outcomes, and can easily stifle the exploration of possibilities.

We thought it was important to consider outcomes (pace Scrabec’s claim that measuring outcomes such as student satisfaction “does not necessarily measure the quality of education” (Scrabec 2000: 298)). We agreed that to generate purposeful change, we need conversations about processes in the light of the outcomes which would be desirable, and the outcomes our students are actually achieving. 

‘Improvement cycles’ foster improvement within a taken for granted framework

There is no telos of disruption at work in QA. 

Improvement cycles can be understood as a form of action research, or following Schön (1983:14) as a form of reflection-in-action. We do not see them as intrinsically limiting, but equally they do not necessarily trigger reframing or rethinking. The creativity or innovative​ness of an improvement cycle will depend on whether an alternative repertoire of theories, ideas and possibilities is made use of – variation which can enable rethinking (cf Marton and Booth, 1998). 

For many university staff, teaching is their second profession, and one to which they bring limited theoretical knowledge and a limited repertoire of ideas from their personal experience. An academic culture of conformity makes it difficult to break out of conventional practices. Under these circumstances, improvement cycles are unlikely to result in radical reframing or high risk explorations, unless there are both the time and support for engagement with practices and thinking external to the improvement team itself. The need to question frameworks and interrogate alternatives applies equally to pedagogical and discipline issues. All involved need to be prepared to struggle with the tensions that come with embracing ambiguity and complexity. 

The renewal and program quality assurance projects currently under way at RMIT have been designed to build in opportunities to challenge and refresh practice and to move towards a focus on purposeful development rather than an insistence on the concept of the change cycle.

‘Accountability’ and performance indicators deter fresh thinking

Accountability systems will drive academic work and learning just as surely as assessment systems drive student learning. (Martin 1999:17). 

Accountability does not necessarily imply the use of uniform, quantitative performance indicators, but these indicators are attractive - they make it easy for management to compare and control performance. When they are used, we agree that they are likely to deter staff from fresh thinking or risk taking. In effect, performance measures place a boundary around accountability, so that quality is defined within these boundaries.  

A danger we saw in the use of corporate performance indicators is that they may connote a managerial system with centralised accountabilities, where variation is easily seen as subversive.  A uniform approach may well be thought to signal that university management does not value local variation and rethinking. Martin’s survey of academics showed that 80% of staff in non-leadership positions and 60% of staff in leadership positions felt that accountability measures were excessive (Martin 1999). Further, a one size fits all set of performance indicators fails to recognise appropriate differences between programs. For instance, the DEST measure which reports the proportion of first preference applicants in the top quadrant of ENTER scores is a measure of demand which connotes targeting higher performing students. Does it mean the system does not value and reward programs which attract and educate students in the other three-quarters of the distribution?  Yet even a university-wide quality system which claims to be built on local self-assessment may well be seen as promoting a foucauldian compliance, with self-regulation and self-assessment substituting for direct control. Program leaders often see the task of identifying and collecting appropriate performance data as a management responsibility which it would be onerous to assume (cf Scott 2002).

The impact of performance indicators on the culture of teaching is more debatable. One of us argued that QA has only superficially affected the teaching culture; that the old culture has been well able to preserve its lack of critical edge undisturbed. 

Articulating and documenting practice is dissonant with creativity within a discipline

The language of accountability is the language of the auditor.

We saw a few ways in which this dissonance might be experienced.

First, the format and approach of the documentation which is required. Documentation is typically text-based – it does not usually include self-curated exhibitions or other visual and performative explorations of ideas. Accountability systems require a regular sequenced recording of activities for planning, implementing, evaluating and reflecting on practice. The orderliness of documentation requirements and the equal weight it gives to all forms of activity do not mesh well with the messy nature of practice and improvement work and the actual cycles of creative reflection possible within the overcrowded schedules of academic staff.

Second, as the result of efforts to simplify the process of documentation. Templates and forms may well have the paradoxical effect of making it less purposeful and more likely to generate compliance. ‘Academics learn how to play the system and pass the test rather than aim to improve teaching’ (McKay 1995 in McKay and Kember, 1999b).

Finally, in relation to demands for learning outcomes and criteria to be articulated – often in the context of a studio-based discipline where students’ work is seen as intrinsically unpredictable.  This can hide some cloudiness about what students are expected to achieve and the criteria which staff use to assess their progress. While staff can find it valuable to put time into articulating their expectations, this may well require some motivation and support – for change to happen, variation needs to be recognised within an active frame of reference (cf Bereiter and Scardamalia, 1998; Marton and Booth, 1997).

QA focuses on operational detail rather than bigger needs for support and system change

The university should ensure that the systems work and the trains run on time before worrying about staff installing leather seats in the carriages.

This prompted reflections on several critical issues: how to connect the experiences of small units and review the overall system; how to develop the university as a learning organisation; how to foster staff commitment to the university and a shared vision for the future. 

Particular ideas included staff involvement in transparent decision making and planning processes, and a reward structure that supports the achievement of organisational goals and that cares for and recognises the contribution of individuals. We thought it would be useful to provide spaces for people to think, discuss, and reflect on their ideas, and an environment where risk-taking is encouraged and rewarded, and the only failure punished is the failure to be involved. In such an environment, staff are more likely to be motivated to change and staff development programs are more likely to be useful to them (cf Shields 1999). Finally, one of us proposed that responsibility for managing programs and responsibility for managing staff be re-united. Staff satisfaction and collegiality directly affect student satisfaction and outcomes (Ramsden 1998).

We were agreed that QA alone does not have the capacity to stimulate work on these issues. The critical requirement was transformational leadership, generating and supporting systems and policies which would deliver the essentials at the same time as supporting a change environment.

*****

Having written independently in response to each of these prompts, we met as a group and discussed how we interpret quality and quality processes in education. From this conversation, we distil some challenges and possibilities for organisations wishing to use quality assurance to transform teaching and learning.

We began by discussing how we understood the concept of quality, and uncovered two critically different perspectives. From the perspective of the quality discipline, quality frameworks such as the plan-do-check-act cycle or the Australian Business Excellence Framework offer toolsets which can be used to describe and interrogate the university’s activities.  They do not imply any particular judgement of the quality of what is being achieved. From an academic perspective, however, the quality of teaching and learning is the critical issue.

How are these concepts related? Can a quality system support innovation in the achievement of quality teaching and learning? We discussed the significance of discourse and what it expresses. Quality systems are seen to be imported from industry, where it makes sense to talk about products and clients. But universities are not in the business of manufacturing milk; in the context of the university, the language of quality has taken on opprobrious connotations. Can we inhabit words like quality, and make them useful to us? Do the opprobrious connotations express a sense that quality systems are inappropriate? Or does quality have a bad name among academics because it is seen as top-down, indiscriminate, and irrelevant – an approach which doesn’t recognise the nature of educational work?

There seem to be tensions between the formal requirements of a quality system and improving educational quality via innovation and change at a deep level.

Kate – So then the jumping-off point for this paper… is saying, if what we value is changing the way you think about things, both the ISO and the Australian Business Excellence Framework are oriented more towards process and improvement...  is it in fact a straitjacket… or is it something that could support something more inventive and imaginative and so on?…

Robyn – …All the evidence it seems to me from what...you know, the majority of our clients seems to point in the opposite direction, that staff have complained, it’s been seen as a burden, it’s acted as a sort of screen to hide behind...it’s fundamentally operating on a different tangent, it’s not about meaning-making or understanding, it’s about checking and sort of looking from the outside?

…
Vera – …[But] if you have an organisation where everybody’s working in, on an individual system, and you don’t systematise it in any way, then you’re not really going anywhere.  You do need to systematise that eventually…You do have to somehow prove that what you’re doing is captured for...you know, for corporate memory or whatever.  You can’t keep doing something that’s quality-based, and then not document it.  So that if somebody falls under a bus, you’ve lost it.

Miriam – However, there is a problem then with the whole process of documentation for the corporate memory.  Because once people have learned the game, whatever that happens to be, whatever rules you decide to determine, they will learn very quickly how to play the game, and whatever’s done in reality may or may not have any relationship to the game that is being played….

Kate – I think people are saying, ‘What we want is the actual quality, not the...’...there’s a problem in that …the quality system is actually making it harder for people to do things well.  And the aim of the system has got to be for people to do things well.

Standardising processes seems to be associated with a focus on milestones and deliverables, rather than on the intellectual struggle involved in achieving them. We agreed that to achieve deep change, evidencing and tracking must not be mere compliance, but rather be purposeful, focused on issues of significance at the local level - reports on key issues, reflections on improvement work, participation in the literature – in general,  contributions to discourse and the development of practice inside and outside the university.

We began to imagine an approach which would be more democratic and less corporate

Rob – What I was saying is I want a situation where I can, over time, with a whole bunch of other people, work out what our program strategic capabilities might look like, get a line between the individual components, the course components of this, get staff reflecting deeply on what they currently do by way of their learning activities... Over time I’d like to think that we can get to a space where staff are thinking through their curriculum design and their practices, getting this kind of alignment, changing their practices, and by the end of it, we will have worked out by then, if we’ve done all that, what, what some kind of verification graduate capabilities might look like.

Kate – That sounds a bit like the quality approach!

Vera – That sounds like the quality system, yeah.

Rob – No, I’m sorry, I’m sorry.  It may or may not be.

So in this enterprise, would there be any role for a centralised system? 

Rob – …I don’t agree with the urge for systematicity, I think that the word university’s actually the first big lie.  The word really ought to be diversity.  There is not a university, there is a diversity.  And there is an enormous array of practices, intellectual practices, teaching practices… Whatever the urges to systematicity are, they must be resisted… I think they’re… very dangerous, because I would say that this, this question of quality and so on is really a debate about, to use a metaphysical phrase, the soul of the university.  What is it that we’re actually on about?  And I, I regard much of this as a kind of diversion from that central debate.  What is good teaching, what is good learning, what is good research?  And what are the opposites of that?

Vera – Mm, OK.  Well,...my own belief is that if you want good teaching and good learning, you do need to have a quality system in place. Whatever that quality system is.  

Kate – Can I come back to... the project of the university saying ‘We would like teaching at the university to be good, we would like students at the university to have positive experiences, we want to support staff in the project of improving teaching and improving students’ learning experiences,’ that seems to me to be a proper thing for the university to say.  The university goes out to advertise its courses and represents itself as being a place to come to… So … how can the university pursue any kind of support for that improvement or address the issues that come up when you’re thinking about the, the imperfections in what we’ve got now, if you say, well, we won’t engage with the quality system, it’s got to be entirely...are you saying it’s got to be entirely left to local initiative, because I think the evidence, from what you’ve said yourself, is that leaving it to local initiative has not been...is effectively what’s happened, and that that hasn’t been...that hasn’t been uniformly successful?

We agreed that laissez-faire is not enough. Traditionally, academic staff have lived in their own world, from which they come out and teach in a familiar routine.  They are independent in their teaching space, and they don’t have teacher training; their lack of interaction around teaching means a lack of access to alternative ideas for teaching. From the safety of the academic bolthole, pressures for accountability may well feel threatening. Leadership and support are needed to gift staff with new ideas and possibilities. 

How might quality processes contribute? We compared the work of staff supporting quality audits with the work of program renewal and program quality assurance. Our conversation epitomises contrasting positions: a focus on the quality system, a focus on bringing about change, and a focus on the use of the quality system as a strategy which can support change.

Vera – … I’m hearing is that you work very similar to the way we work… working with teams who go down the Australian Business Excellence Framework, you do exactly that.  You know, you go into it with a team, and you say ‘OK, how can we, how can we work with you to improve your system?  And what, what are the things that you do, in order to improve what you eventually want to do?’  It’s no different. 

Robyn – I think it is different. Because it’s the substance of the conversation… I’m not having a conversation with them about how they can improve their system.  We’re trying to have a conversation about what matters, what would be good clinical practice, what would a good clinical practitioner look like, what would their qualities be, how therefore might you do something about it.  Whereas if you’re talking about how you prepare for an ISO audit or how do you have a good system, it’s actually....a different conversation.  You might tackle it in the same way, but it’s not connected in the same way.

Kate –… Vera, you’re reflecting on what you do and documenting, and I think that’s what you’re describing.  But what Robyn’s describing is like, …you’re trying to open it up, and reframe it, and if they had already done all this thinking that you’re talking about, you wouldn’t be there… What I’m trying to do is say, ‘Here are these criteria that the university has said.. this is the foundation of what we think is reasonable to espect programs to do.’ To me the critical thing is that the.. program leader and the program team see some meaning in those criteria.

Ultimately, we agreed that leadership and commitment to a vision of the university is important – to endorse a way of being “within the ruins”, to generate active thought and to collaborate in producing a university/diversity that responds to its context.  

Change is not so easy. Top-down scrutiny may promote an awareness of the need to change, but we agreed that in the absence of trust it will paralyse the risk-taking and willingness to question which are involved in deep change. It’s critical to effective change that it involves academic leaders who are close enough to participate in a conversation about what needs to be done, and to help gift colleagues with new insights and frameworks which are relevant to their work. The key leaders in this are those close to the work, close enough to know which week it is; their activities need the endorsement and support of those above them.

Rob - For me the key question is, is it going to be owned from the bottom or imposed from the top? and I think the university’s making a choice about what it wants to do there… What we need here is really effective resourcing of this capacity to begin to innovate, and renovate, and renew… We need managers that are assured, confident, have a big vision, and then trust down. And hand it over to the deans, and let the deans hand it down to the heads of school, or the program leaders, to produce the goods. and accept the results will be diverse…

Kate – So none of that is actually inimical to … a broad conception of quality.

Rob – No, not at all. No, no, no.

Kate – … Well, there’s a glint of hope.

*****

Given that we started with such sharp differences of perspective and interpretation, we were surprised at the shared values and aspirations which emerged from this encounter. While we did not resolve our differences, we did begin to imagine an adventurous and responsive approach which might marry innovation and quality. We hope to continue the conversation and to use it to inform our different activities. 

We suspect that there are many university staff who share our different positions, and who may also find that they are intrigued and enlightened by entering into this kind of conversation. 
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