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Abstract

Quality assurance and online delivery are hot topics in universities, yet until recently discussions of each have had little to do with each other. These spheres of activity in universities may not have interacted very closely in the past. This paper describes current debates within each quality assurance and online delivery within universities and proposes four possible themes as ways to consider each and their relationships with each other. Arising from this discussion are possible research agendas that are likely to increase in importance as universities' use and reliance upon online delivery increases, and as the stakes for ensuring quality are raised. 

Introduction

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. 

The use of online technologies in higher education is a relatively recent, yet a rapidly growing and ubiquitous phenomenon. Despite the importance of online technologies to universities, the rationales and justifications for their use are largely either unstated or taken-for-granted by university managers.

For example, Ehrmann(1999) quotes Steven W. Gilbert:

Many college presidents today worry that "we’ve passed the point of no return when it comes to spending money on technology, but we don’t know where we’re going…"

David A Longanecker, former Assistant Secretary for postsecondary education at the U.S. Department of Education, quoted by Pond (2002 p.186) also indicates uncertainty and draws the link between notions of quality and the impact of delivery technology:

...new educational delivery models are "leading us to a very different concept of quality assurance than we've traditionally had - but I'm not sure what that is"

This uncertainty brought about by the use of online technologies and their concomitant impact on concepts of quality in universities indicates that there is a need to investigate the forces which bring about these substantial changes in university teaching and learning. 

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.

Quality online education

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 will now be briefly delineated and related to each other. 

The online discourse

Attempts to harness online technologies for educational aims have tended to focus on so-called 'instructional design' (Leshin, Pollock, & Reigeluth, 1992) whereby various instructional techniques are proposed as being better or worse than others, frequently related to 'learning styles' of (Kirby, 1979). These approaches are dogged by the limitations of empiricist technological determinism, and have not borne significant educational fruits (Alexander & McKenzie, 1998). Another way in which the online capabilities have been harnessed is in the discourse of 'flexible delivery' (Nunan, 2000), pre-dating the widespread use of the Internet, but greatly enhanced through its capabilities. This notion involves the use of technologies to provide learners with a range of flexibilities in terms of time, place and pace of learning. Associated with this are terms like 'flexible learning' (Jakupec & Garrick, 2000), 'student-centred learning' (Sandholtz, 1997) and (in the USA) 'distributed education' (Lea & Nicoll, 2001). A key factor of the take-up of these technologies has been the institutional environment within which they have been placed. Where traditional university structures have persisted, there has been a piecemeal and variable implementation of the use of online technologies for teaching. Where more corporate institutional strategies have been in place, universities have attempted to develop a coherent implementation of the technologies within their 'strategic plans' in order to effect organisational change rather than provide for individual development by academics(King, 2001). 

This discourse is thus an archetypal modernist argument. It places the technology at the centre of both educational development and institutional strategy for change. Sometimes cast as a 'solution looking for a problem' by teaching staff, there is an inexorable pressure to use the technology. This does not come only from university management. It also comes from young IT-literate students, from commercial interests aiming to sell products, and from the modern milieu of promoting technological 'toys' as a symbol of success and progress. It is a discourse that focuses on possibilities, solutions and improvements. It talks of new methods and improved efficiencies for new outcomes. While university budgets strain to meet the demands of these technologies, there is not a great deal of reflection on the wisdom of the general direction, notwithstanding considerable effort being put into choices within the field, such as around product selection, technological efficiency, and the like (Mayes, 2001). 

The quality discourse

While quality is a notion that has accompanied university education for a considerable time, Australian Federal Government focus on it has recently accelerated in parallel with developments in other countries, notable the UK, New Zealand and the USA. In recent years the quality discourse has moved from one promoting and encouraging quality, though grants to universities for innovations and investigations, to one of assuring quality, through 'benchmarking', policy frameworks, and most recently, through the establishment of the Australian University Quality Agency (AUQA). This company owned by the government will conduct audits of universities' quality assurance processes according to criteria they set themselves. The activities of AUQA begin in 2002. The head of this body came to the Australian organisation from a similar body in New Zealand and has published in the area of quality assurance in universities, mostly using New Zealand as examples (Woodhouse, 2000, 2001).

This 'quality' discourse is one of containment and of minimising risk. It aims to provide guarantees, not necessarily of quality per se, but of the carrying out of the atomised processes by which particular 'products' are claimed to be produced. Thus it creates languages and activities that prescribe and proscribe, while all the time maintaining the supposed 'independence' of the organisational unit under its gaze: the university. 

Bringing the discourses together

While the online discourse aims to create new possibilities and outcomes, the quality discourse aims to place controls and limits on those possibilities and outcomes. This conflict has coexisted for three significant reasons. First, staff involved in fostering quality assurance and online delivery have usually been in different organisational parts of a university's structure, and the background knowledge and skills of these professionals are different, making communication between these staff difficult. The same could be said of those involved in these two issues at a national policy level. Second, they have not interacted to any great extent to date. The online discourses operate principally at the institutional level, providing advice for academics and institutions, with the state acting as an interested onlooker on how institutions and academics are harnessing the technologies to meet their individual aims. On the other hand, the quality discourse operates mostly at the National level. It is largely promulgated by the state legislating and creating agencies and policies to provide mechanisms by which quality assurance can be laid upon the universities. The universities, for their part, have largely responded to these measures in order to improve their particular position. They have set up quality units and created strategic plans to demonstrate that they are playing the quality assurance game to satisfy the requirements of government. The third reason these discourses have coexisted without many interactions is that each has been somewhat immature. On the online side, the Federal Government has only in 2002 reported on the extent of the use of online technologies in university teaching (Bell, Bush, Nicholson, O'Brien, & Tran, 2002). This is the first step in being able to place online methods under the gaze of quality assurance - first one must know the extent of the processes to be studied. On the quality side, AUQA will operate for the first time in 2002. The role of online delivery in universities is given particular emphasis in the initial documents produced by AUQA (Woodhouse, 2001), thus giving the agency the mandate to begin to consider how best to assure quality in this new arena of university activity, and driving together, for the first time these two discourses.

Hence the interaction between these two discourses has not been viable until recently. Hence new research agendas are likely to emerge as these discourses increasingly impact upon each other.

Emerging themes

A number of themes, which connect these discourses, can be discovered within them. It is not possible to undertake a thoroughgoing analysis of texts here, but it is profitable to propose some likely themes that arise from relating the sociological literature to these discourses in order to provide some examples of directions that research programs could follow. I will list four related themes. Each theme is discussed in terms of the quality and online discourses.

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. 

These managerialist approaches to quality rely on goal setting (Patterson, 2001) and audit procedures, stigmatised by Shore& Wright(2000) as a 'coercive accountability'. Shore and Wright do this by building on the work of Giddens, Power and Beck to draw parallels between the 'risk society' and the perceived need to manage the uncertainties within universities by making their processes 'transparent'. Strathern(2000, p.318) critiques the commonsense notion that 'transparency' is necessarily a good thing, and demonstrates that auditing activity can have negative impacts. She claims audit is deficient because it overlooks the 'real' productivity of an organisation, and because it is unable to account for the 'real-time nature of social phenomena'. The use of technicist terms like 'real time' here is interesting. Indeed it is difficult to consider audit processes without invoking the technical language and its power to control (Selwyn, 2000). This analysis supports the notion that an introduction of ICT into the educational sphere will empower audit and accountability mechanisms. When teachers are teaching online, their 'productivity' in these narrow quantifiable terms, can be measured.

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.

In the words of the recent Australian Minister of Education (Kemp, 1999)

Australia is part of a global community delivering higher education and the increased emphasis on quality assurance is a global phenomenon. We must have a national quality assurance framework that is internationally credible.

'Quality assurance' here is all about demonstrating to the international market that Australian Higher Education is a 'good buy'. Hence the Federal government, by establishing the Australian Universities Quality Agency (AUQA), is to be increasingly involved in conducting audits for quality, ensuring that Australian university education is a quality brand. There is a clear tension between online technologies being, on the one hand, a key tool for leverage in a global market, while on the other hand, increasing the risk of poor quality and thus undermining 'brand Australia'. 

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 Content Initiative'. 

These actions can be seen as new forms of knowledge production as a key component of the 'knowledge economy' (Peters, 2001). The knowledge economy is a concept that is prominent in the literature of economics and management but less recognised within the literature of education. 

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. 

These actions can be seen as responses to the globalised nature of education. The capability of online technologies to empower access to global markets (Slaughter & Leslie, 1997) and at the same time to open universities to global competition forces them into a global market - placing them as both a producer and a consumer in the knowledge economy. Universities then become embodiments of network structures (Castells, 2000; Latham, 2001), of a new global mobility (Urry, 2000) and of new technological forms of living (Lash, 2001). These complexities raise new problems for definitions of quality. It is the very borderless nature of online education (Higher Education Division, 2001) that introduces the impacts of globalisation from a practical perspective (Peters & Roberts, 2000; Room, 2000) as well as from the perspective of the nature of knowledge itself (Peters & Roberts, 2000; Porter & Vidovich, 2000; Taylor & Hyde, 2000). 

The four themes of globalisation, the commodification of knowledge, universities as entrepreneurs and as businesses are just four possible 'lenses' through which to view that interrelationships of online delivery with quality assurance. It seems from this preliminary discussion that they provide useful analytical tools with which to bring these discourses together, as is likely to be necessary. Others are surely possible depending on the particular orientation selected.

Future research possibilities 

As the online discourse and the quality discourse develop and interact with each other, researchers within each arena are likely to benefit from contact with each other and their research activity is likely to overlap. Likely future research agendas that could emerge include the studies of the development of policies for quality online education at the institutional, national or global level, the development of technological tools to 'embed' quality considerations into online educational environments, and modifications to the process and product of quality in universities brought about by online technologies. It is likely to be a fertile field.

References

Alexander, S., & McKenzie, J. (1998). An Evaluation of Information Technology Projects in University Learning. Executive Summary., [WWW]. Available: http://www.iim.uts.edu.au/about/sa_pubs/cautexec.htm [2001, 2/7/01].

Aly, N., & Akpovi, J. (2001). Total quality management in california public higher education. Quality Assurance in Education, 9(3), 127-131.

Bell, M., Bush, D., Nicholson, P., O'Brien, D., & Tran, T. (2002). Universities Online: A survey of online education and services in Australia. Canberra: DEST.

Bensimon, E. M. (1995). Total Quality Management in the Academy: A Rebellious Reading. Harvard Educational Review, 65(4), 593-611.

Castells, M. (2000). Materials for an exploratory theory of the network society. British Journal of Sociology, 51(1), 5-24.

Ehrmann, S. C. (1999). Access and/or Quality? Redefining Choices in the Third Revolution, [WWW]. Available: http://www.tltgroup.org/resources/or%20quality.htm14/5/02].

Higher Education Division. (2001). Online Learning in a Borderless Market. Griffith University: DETYA.

Jakupec, V., & Garrick, J. (Eds.). (2000). Flexible Learning, Human Resource and Organisational Development: Putting theory to work. London: Routledge.

Karmel, P. (2001). Public Policy and Higher Education. Australian Journal of Management, 26(August), 123-143.

Kemp, D. (1999). Quality Assured: A new Australian quality assurance framework for university education, [online]. Available: http://www.dest.gov.au/archive/ministers/kemp/dec99/ks101299.htm.

King, B. (2001). Managing the Changing Nature of Distance and Open Education at Institutional Level. Open Learning, 16(1), 47-60.

Kirby, P. (1979). Cognitive style, learning style, and transfer skill acquisition. Columbus, Ohio: National Center for Research in Vocational Education.

Lash, S. (2001). Technological Forms of Life. Theory, Culture & Society, 18(1), 105-120.

Latham, M. (2001). The Network University. Journal of Higher Education Policy and Management, 23(1), 7-17.

Lawrence, J. J., & McCollough, M. A. (2001). A conceptual framework for guaranteeing higher education. Quality Assurance in Education, 9(3), 139-152.

Lea, M. R., & Nicoll, K. (Eds.). (2001). Distributed Learning. New York: RoutledgeFalmer.

Leshin, C. B., Pollock, J., & Reigeluth, C. M. (1992). Instructional design strategies and tactics. Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Educational Technology Publications.

Marginson, S., & Considine, M. (1999). The enterprise university : power, governance and reinvention in Australia. New York: Cambridge University Press.

Mayes, J. T. (2001). Quality in an e-University. Assessment & Evaluation in Higher Education, 26(5), 465-473.

Nelson, B. (2002). Higher Education at the crosroads. Canberra: DEST.

Nunan, T. (2000). Exploring the concept of flexibility. In V. Jakupec & J. Garrick (Eds.), Flexible Learning, Human Resource and Organisational Development: Putting theory to work. (pp. 47-66). London: Routledge.

Patterson, G. (2001). The Applicability of Institutional Goals to the University Organisation. Journal of Higher Education Policy and Management, 23(2), 159-169.

Peters, M. (2001). National education policy constructions of the 'knowledge economy': towards a critique. Journal of Educational Enquiry, 2(1), 1-22.

Peters, M., & Roberts, P. (2000). Universities, Futurology and Globalisation. Discourse, 21(2), 125-139.

Pond, W. K. (2002). Twenty-first century education and training - Implications for quality assurance. Internet and Higher Education, 4, 185-192.

Porter, P., & Vidovich, L. (2000). Globalization and Higher Education Policy. Educational Theory, 50(4), 449-466.

Room, G. (2000). Globalisation, social policy and international standard setting: the case of higher education credentials. International Journal of Social Welfare, 9, 103-119.

Sandholtz, J. H. (1997). Teaching with technology : creating student-centered classrooms. New York: Teachers College Press.

Selwyn, N. (2000). The National Grid for Learning: panacea or Panopticon? British Journal of Sociology of Education, 21(2), 243-256.

Sheldrake, P., & Linke, R. (Eds.). (1979). Accountability in Higher Education. Sydney: George Allen & Unwin.

Shore, C., & Wright, S. (2000). Coercive accountability: the rise of audit culture in higher education, Audit Cultures: Anthropological studies in accountability, ethics and the academy. New York: Routledge.

Slaughter, S., & Leslie, L. L. (1997). Academic Capitalism: Politics, Policies and the Entrepreneurial University. Baltimore: The John Hopkins Press.

Strathern, M. (2000). The Tyranny of Transparency. British Educational Research Journal, 26(3), 310-323.

Taylor, P. (2001). A national scheme for external peer review of ICT-based teaching and learning resources. Canberra: DETYA.

Taylor, P. G., & Richardson, A. S. (2001). Validating Scholarship in University Teaching: Constructing a national scheme for external peer review of ICT-based teaching and learning resources. Canberra: DETYA.

Taylor, S., & Hyde, M. (2000). Globalization and Educational Policymaking: A Case Study. Educational Theory, 50(4), 487-504.

Urry, J. (2000). Mobile Sociology. British Journal of Sociology, 51(1), 185-203.

Wilkins, P. (2002). Accountability and Joined-up Government. Australian Journal of Public Administration, 61(1), 114-119.

Woodhouse, D. (2000). Academic Audit in New Zealand. Evaluation, 6(1), 87-95.

Woodhouse, D. (2001). Australian Universities Quality Agency: Audit Manual ( version 0 ed.). Canberra: DEST.





























































D:\!PhD\My Papers\Quality conference\Quality paper2.doc
1
10/10/02

8
10/10/02

