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Outline

Universities are investing huge resources in online education. They are doing this for various reasons, as strategic responses to the competitive environment in which they find themselves. Arising from these phenomena are a number of questions that are at present unanswered in any complete sense, ranging from definitions of quality in online education to the ways of identifying and valuing quality in policy. 

In recent times universities have been increasingly called upon to have demonstrable accountability measures in the form of quality assurance systems and processes. Whilst accountability is not a new phenomenon for universities (Sheldrake & Linke, 1979), it is taking on new meanings in the current climate of the so-called 'information age' where universities are expanding their teaching environments into the online realm. This paper considers current literature in the areas of quality and online education policy, focusing on online education in Australian universities, and synthesises a number of themes for future research.

This paper considers two discourses, which until recently have had little to do with each other. The first is the discourse of online delivery in Universities, which I will call the online discourse. This modernist discourse attempts to demonstrate the educational and institutional advantages of the use of the Internet for the delivery of education. For Distance Educators, these advantages are usually portrayed as adding increased interactivity, for example though the use of online discussion methods, to past delivery techniques. For teachers of on-campus students, it is promoted as providing increased flexibility and richness to students' educational experiences, freeing them from attendance at particular places and times. The second discourse is that of quality in university education, which I will call the quality discourse. Within this, 'quality assurance' is seen as a way to ensure that universities can demonstrate they have appropriate measures in place to satisfy their 'stakeholders' that the education they provide is of a satisfactory standard, or of a comparable standard to that of other universities. This is a discourse of control and accountability where educational outcomes are seen as important commodities to be measured and promoted. These two discourses are briefly delineated and related to each other. 

Four themes that can act as 'lenses' through which these discourses can be related and synthesised are proposed: 

Universities as businesses The reduction of government funding and the corporatisation of universities, where they operate as independent businesses rather than as public institutions, has encouraged the use of techniques such as TQM and other positivist measures to consider issues of quality (Bensimon, 1995). These actions can be seen as a tension between traditional collegial definitions of quality, employing the discourses of peer review and self moderation (Taylor, 2001; Taylor & Richardson, 2001), and more managerialist methods focussing on process and outcomes (Karmel, 2001). This latter strand can be seen as coming from the TQM literature in industry. Uses of these methods are prominent in the quality literature in the United States, for example Aly(2001) and Lawrence & McCollough(2001). The recent Australian government discussion paper Higher Education at the Crossroads (Nelson, 2002) borrows much from this literature, proposing questions about increasing the 'productivity of learning' used in a 1992 paper by a former Chancellor of the State University of New York. 

Universities as entrepreneurs  As universities are called upon to compete, the notions of quality that are invoked are normative and drive universities to seek new markets to increase income and to reduce costs (Marginson & Considine, 1999). Online teaching methods provide a powerful method by which both of these objectives may be met, although most accept that cost savings are illusory. These actions can be seen as arising from universities' increasingly reliance on (usually international) student fees for income. In this environment they need to be able demonstrate that their 'product' is 'value for money'. Quality assurance of their 'product' is seen by many as a key to universities' 'market advantage'. A key signifier of quality in this educational market is the 'brand' of Australian education. The Federal Government sees a need to be able to place some form of control and 'quality seal' on university education. It sees 'brand Australia' - the reputation of Australian education in the international marketplace - as a national asset that needs protection.

The commodification of knowledge In order to measure the success and profitability of university teaching, it is necessary to commodify the teaching interchange to allow financial modelling and control, as a measure of quality. An inherent assumption in these processes is that the teaching process can be atomised and sequentially studied through a quality assurance process. This commodification is ideally suited to online delivery where content can be packaged and re-purposed, providing 'courseware' modules for capitalisation. This is done through the establishment of a market for online content in the establishment of 'Learning Objects' either through for-fee repositories such as online publishing companies or through 'open source' stores such as the MIT 'Open Knowledge Initiative'. 

Globalisation As Australian education is seen as a export earner, quality measures must be credible and demonstrable internationally to provide confidence in Australian education in the global market. Thus quality is defined globally rather than at the national of institutional level and the task of quality assurance is to demonstrate that quality measures are congruent with those conceptions in a homogenous, global sense. Universities have responded by creating online international alliances, such as Universitas21 and the Global University Alliance, which aim to establish a new multinational institution to play on the global stage and thus transcend national boundaries. This is only truly possible by the use of online delivery achieve global reach and to unite disparate institutions into a federated whole through 'virtualisation' where disparate organisations are 'joined up' (Wilkins, 2002) to create a new virtual organisation. 

The paper critiques the online discourse and the quality discourse through the application of these four themes of analysis. Likely future research agendas that could emerge from this analysis are then described.
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