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Abstract

  This paper reflects on the responses being made at one top-level university to external quality auditing, and positions this response in the national context and the changes that are being currently experienced. We present the history and evolution of our university’s response to the advent of external quality audit in Australia and in particular, we investigate the link between the university Academic Development Unit (ADU) in the transformation of curriculum and student experience. The role of the ADU is examined both within the wider university context and within its own organisation, as part of the web of impact that external quality audit is having in the higher education sector.

Introduction 

The focus of this paper is on the way that Academic Development Units (ADUs) are changing mainly in Australian universities, as the universities they serve respond to the advent of external quality auditing in that country. It begins exploring the genesis of changes that are occurring and explores the implications of these changes in terms of an emerging tension between two aspects of any quality assurance system: measurement and enhancement. The purpose of this research then is to describe and theorise the emerging and changing roles of ADUs in response to the advent of external quality audit of universities in Australia.

Background

Quality assurance for Australian universities

For over a decade in Australia the government has had a ‘defacto’ quality management system based on the collection and publication of national performance indicator data derived from student responses to the Course Experience Questionnaire (CEQ) (Ramsden, 1991) used as a post-program exit survey. During this time an increasingly robust critique and vigorous debate were engaged in and around this instrument and its uses for quality measurement. In more recent times, the government has funded further development and refinement of this instrument, resulting in the addition of scales rather than the improvement of existing measures (McInnis, Griffin, James, & Coates, 2001). Throughout, the debate has focused on the instrumentation ad interpretation of results. In spite of a few notable exceptions of outcomes-focussed quality assessment (e.g. Heywood & Scott, 1999), this debate has privileged measurement ad benchmarking over and above other aspects of any quality assurance system, in particular quality enhancement. Recently, the government established The Australian Universities Quality Agency (AUQA) as an independent national agency that will audit and report on quality assurance in Australian higher education. AUQA will investigate the extent to which the institutions are achieving their objectives, and will assess the adequacy of the institution’s quality assurance arrangements and success in maintaining standards consistent with university education in Australia (AUQA, 2002).

ADUs and quality assurance

The core business of ADUs has until now been staff development, educational design, and a variety of other work associated with improving the quality of teaching and learning. That is, the ADUs core business has always been more focussed on development than on measurement, on enhancement rather than on assessment. This is true even where systems of student evaluation of teaching and courses is commonplace, for in these cases the focus of such systems has been formative, developmental, individual and confidential. Indeed there is often resistance from teaching staff to proposals put forward by management or faculty deans to use these data for assessment purposes. That resistance is often articulated in terms of the flaws in the measurement systems available for such use. 

The questions to be asked and partly answered then are:

· What have been the implications for ADUs of the advent of the AUQA? 

· How have ADUs responded to this shift in focus from development (QE) to assessment (QM)?

UQ response to external quality audit

One way to get a sense of the local influences at play in a university context, the context in which ADUs daily operate, is to examine a case study in some detail. A major response of the University of Queensland (UQ) to the advent of external quality audit, the UQSES (UQ Student Experience Questionnaire) and the origins of the scales it has in it, link to the well-documented problems that surround the use of the Course Experience Questionnaire (CEQ) across Australian universities. 

As already mentioned early days in quality measurement in higher education in Australia involved a government imperative based on nation-wide data gathering using the CEQ (Ramsden, 1991). This instrument became a central performance indicator of the quality of courses in universities, and it’s use led to the production of poorly defensible league tables that ranked university against university on a program-by-program basis, and there has been much documented dissent and consternation over this procedure (Curtis, 1999; Long & Johnson, 1997). From our own perspective, there were two main issues in the use of the CEQ as a performance indicator that we have addressed differently at UQ: 

· lack of curriculum specificity and time lag – response being the Continuous Curriculum Review model (see Smith, Herbert, Robinson, & Watt, 2001).

· too narrow a focus on classroom experiences to represent the whole experience of students at a university – response being the development of a comprehensive student experience survey (see Terry et al., 1999). 

In recent times the government has responded to these same issues by making some changes to the way it uses the CEQ and to the quality of the measurement represented by the CEQ. The government’s response has been to fund research to enhance the instrument to broaden out the scope of what it inquires into (see McInnis et al., 2001) (McInnis, James, & Hartley, 2000), and to allow some small degree of customisation in terms of the scales universities can choose to have applied to their graduates.

Our own internal response has developed into a full and comprehensive quality monitoring approach with the advent of a substantial student survey (UQSES) covering quality of courses, teaching, facilities and resources (physical, social and learning supportive), the achievement of generic skills and attributes, as well as some benchmarking scales from the original CEQ and Extended CEQ (mentioned above). The Academic Development Unit (ADU) at UQ has played a central role in the development, administration and reporting of this survey.

Our response is consistent with the system of quality audit that has been adopted in Australia (Woodhouse, 2001), in that we have external quality audit, not external quality assessment. It is the university’s quality assessment and enhancement procedures that the external agency will audit, not the quality of the teaching and learning itself. Consequently, our response focuses on the quality of our quality assessment and enhancement procedures. Some of these in turn focus on the quality of the student experience or on student outcomes or on the quality of teaching and learning. The aspect of this overall process that is undergoing development is the transformative aspect, that component of the process in which we respond to the data we gather on quality. For this part of the process the university’s ADU begins to play a central role.

Role of the ADU in transforming quality 

So far, the University of Queensland’s ADU has been involved in the processes related to measuring quality. It has had significant input into the design of measurement devices and procedures for the collection of information about quality, at least in terms of student experiences, some student outcomes and the quality of teaching and learning  (such as program/curriculum review processes, student evaluation of teaching and courses, and the UQSES).

We have noted elsewhere (Smith & Herbert, 2001) that external quality audit will impact directly and indirectly on the role and functions of ADUs in universities. The direct impact on ADUs is the obvious one, where through the mechanism of external quality audit, the university will have to respond to quality issues. Sometimes this well be done through the ADU, that is, the ADU will be involved in implementing measures designed to improve the quality of teaching and learning. It is this issue that is the focus of the present paper: what is the impact of Quality Audit in Australia on the roles of Academic Development Units? 

Data and Method

Data describing ADU profiles and roles in Quality Measurement (QM) and/or Quality Enhancement (QE) were collected as part of the 2002 ADU Directors’ Meeting, and were later used with permission to provide the base data for this analysis and discussion (20 cases out of 30). The data consisted of text written mainly by ADU directors in response to trigger questions including the following:

· What role does your unit play in support quality management/improvement agenda’s from within the university? 

· In what ways is your unit directly involved in support quality management/improvement agendas at the institutional/ faculty/ departmental/ individual level? 

The data were scrutinised and a sense was obtained, albeit a cursory and preliminary one, of the priorities and underpinnings of the work of ADUs in Australian (and some New Zealand) universities. These observations are tentative and indicative only, but they do give some insight into the changing nature of ADU work and ADU priorities in the past few years

Findings and discussion

There are several interesting trends that appear in these data that, at first glance, are not directly related to the questions of the present inquiry. For instance, many of the units seemed to be adopting a more systematic approach to their activities, particularly in staff development and consultancy –  e.g. adopting change management as a model for doing staff development as opposed to the ‘business as usual’ of supplying consultancy and workshops to individuals or self-selecting groups. Another observation is that whilst pedagogy and learning remain important foci in the work of ADUs, there is a predominant focus on specific strategic topics such as ICTs and flexible learning or graduate attributes as new ‘main games’.  However, these have all become tied to the quality assurance agenda in interesting ways. 

With the advent of the AUQA we are beginning to see universities invest in quality measurement and quality assurance systems. In many cases this has required either the injection of funding for organisational and structural changes to embody this new commitment, or, in the alternative, a redirection of funding and a reorganisation of existing resources. In most cases it appears from the data we have examined that the ADUs have become part of the emerging QA system. The approaches taken by each university to the AUQA vary, but show some basic patterns. Sometimes new units dedicated to QM have been created. In other cases the response has been to hand some of the QM focus to ADUs whose core business has been to date, development, or QE. Along with these structural adaptations we see an emerging general focus on measurement systems for quality and on the quality of those measurement systems, and we see a shift away from systems focused solely on staff development and curriculum enhancement.

This focus on QM has resulted in an expected, almost fetishistic, obsession with benchmarking. This is expected because measurements without a context can be very hard to interpret and benchmarking gives one interpretive framework for the measurements set up in any QM system. Related to benchmarking is the idea of standardisation, for without standardisation benchmarking is meaningless. But two distinct types of standardisation can be observed to be enjoying pre-eminence in response to the QA “moment”. The first is the type related to benchmarking. It is the need to establish reliable and unchanging measures of the qualities one wants to measure, so one can benchmark over time (thus, these measures are standardised over time). The second type of standardisation that is emerging is standardisation of the “product” that is being produced by the university. This sense of standardisation is related in our opinion to the adoption (or imposition in the current political economy of the sector) of a business model of the work of universities and of the services and products they are increasingly seen as providing. Thus we see a move towards corporate identifications embodied in the look and feel of standardised printed and web based materials, the increasing use of templates for course materials and so on. Consistency in the quality of products is to be valued, if and only if the equality of those things is appropriately high; standardisation of the look and feel of course and university websites and printed resources does not lead to quality and is not, in our opinion even necessary for consist high quality resources.

University Governance

One central issue in the changing roles of ADUs appears to be the degree to which ‘quality’ is implemented as part of university governance, in contrast with the degree to which it is implemented in the old self-help model of self-selecting staff development. In the governance model, discrepancies between templates and realities, between benchmarks and local values or scores on some or other measures, or between standards set for things and the things actually produced, form the justificatory basis for top down managerial interventions. How has this shift occurred?

One answer might be that the old model (self-selection by clients intrinsically motivated to improve or develop or learn) just does not work. If it did work to assure quality, we may not have the current governmental concern with quality of teaching. The old model is seen by some to be incapable of delivering what is needed in the current climate, where what is (seen to be) needed is a wholesale comprehensive approach to both the measurement and assurance of quality. This could account for the emerging focus on change management as a model for ADU business, and governance as the preferred approach to QA. 

So for many units, the current (or future) challenge is how to change from the old model and adapt to a governance approach that might be preferred by either university management or that might simply be seen as better able to deliver what is needed in terms of QA. Is there anything at stake if ADUs adopt a governance approach? Alienation of the client base is one of the potential problems, as ADUs may increasingly be seen to be part of the managerialist moment and part of the governance hierarchy. This would radically alter the position of many if not most ADUs who have been operating as “helpers” or facilitators of enhancement and development. 

To adopt an approach in conjunction with the governance model also requires ADU staff, who are both educators and educationists, to strongly adopt a view as to what is best practice in a range of teaching and learning settings; this is not always easy in light of our philosophical commitments to academic tentativeness in interpretation of research findings, and implies a degree of agreement and standardisation in the discipline higher education research. As with any discipline, educationists working in higher education have opinions and research findings but adopt a cautious attitude to the prospects of one-only true-way in the methods of teaching and learning. This deeply implicates the necessity of a reliable science of measurement. The government’s early attempts at a universal governance based in the CEQ as the measurement of quality in teaching and learning environments was often criticised, and work addressing concerns with the measurement of what is good in a higher education teaching and learning environment has even been adopted by the government for 2002 (i.e., the Extended CEQ developed by McInnis (2001), indicating that the possibility of an ever more exacting science of measurement of quality is a driving force in policy and practice in QA in higher education.

The tension between measurement and development

One of the ways ADUs seem to be addressing this tension between governance and the sui generis self-selected development interventions is the adoption of school based intervention where the goal is to help the staff in a school address issues identified by the measurement system, rather than being intimately involved in the production of the data used to identify the problems and create the stimulus for change in situ. This raises the idea that the distance a unit maintains from the collection and interpretation of quality data, that is, the distance it maintains from the measurement system, is one dimension that might be used to distinguish one unit from another. Indeed, this distance is explicitly created and maintained in the approach adopted to structuring the governance model in some places (e.g. separate Quality Units have been created at Monash and University of Technology Sydney). 

A corollary of idea of the distance from the measurement system, is the idea that a unit can be closer or more distant than other units from the staff development system. Thus units created for Quality Measurement (close to the measurement system) usually do not focus on development for enhancing quality; this is left to the ADUs, even when the QM unit was created out of the ADU staff. Similarly, some units not specifically created for QM have become close to the measurement system, but are increasingly distant from the academic development system, decreasing their workshop program to nil, eschewing a characterisation of themselves as a staff development unit, and maintaining only provision core programs such as academic orientation/introduction to teaching and learning and Graduate Certificate in Higher Education or Teaching. In contrast with this, there are those units that remain close to the development work, and tend to stay distant from the QM system. Thus, these two dimensions might help to position ADUs within what (Heywood & Scott, 1999) call the “milieux” of their university contexts (see figure 1 below).

What we tend to see is that where a unit devoted to QM exists, the ADU will be more involved in AD in an integrated fashion helping staff in responding to QM “blackspots” and will often have representation on the QM steering group, and therefore QE is linked strategically to the QM system. This also occurs where there is not a strongly defined unit devoted to QM (as in our case at TEDI, UQ), but where the responsibility for QM is situated with a DVC or committee with responsibility for quality. 

	














Figure 1: Diagrammatic representation of ADUs in terms of dimensions of Quality Measurement (QM) and Academic Development (AD).

It is also apparent that purpose built units responsible for QM often take over some of the routine evaluation work previously within the scope of the ADU role, namely student evaluation of teaching and courses. However, with this separation of measurement and development what is potentially lost is the close link between student evaluation data and responses by individuals to those data that are aimed at improving teaching and learning quality. Such schemes as Student Evaluation of Educational Quality -SEEQ (Marsh & Roche, 1994), the Teaching Improvement Program (TIP) at UQ, and a recent CUTSD project (Hicks, Santhanam, Martin, & Goody, 2002) on this linkage and integration of student data and staff development, will not flourish in such an environment. These schemes however suffer the same flaws as the old self-selecting model of academic development, with no stick to motivate action other than the intrinsic desire to improve quality.

Thus we again observe this tension between external and internal impetus for enhancement – without standardisation of measurement or at least centralisation of QA procedures within governance there is no guarantee that staff will respond to black holes even when they are identified. But with standardisation and centralisation, staff motivations become extrinsically focused on the compliance with the QA system rather than intrinsically motivated towards improving the quality of the student learning experience. This has implications for ADUs who can become tarnished with the governance compliance model and be seen more as involved in the measurement and appraisal systems than in development and enhancement systems. For example, a comment from one ADU Director reflecting on their implementation of a new system for the evaluation of teaching: “…(the system) has achieved its intended purpose (a more informative and better balanced system) but has created suspicion among some staff that (the ADU) is an agent of performance appraisal in the University.”

Integrated model of quality measurement and development

We have made the argument (Smith & Herbert, 2001) along with others that integration of quality measurement and planning for enhancement would enable effective completion of the QA cycle (Boyle & Bowden, 1997; Heywood & Scott, 1999) from measurement through to enhancement. It appears that the ADUs that are left in environments where there are no strong purpose-built QA or QM units are adopting an integrated approach to quality measurement and responsive academic development. This approach seems to be showing success. However, integration requires new ways of working with staff to enhance the quality of student learning experiences. As already mentioned above, models of the kinds of things that need to be addressed to integrate measurement and enhancement/development systems have already been developed for responding to teaching evaluation data, and student experiences of whole programs and courses. These new ‘systems’ kind of approaches emphasise several other ideas as well as the integration of measurement and development systems, including:

· Continuous data collection and cyclic review procedures (Heywood & Scott, 1999; Smith et al., 2001) , that treat QM as formative and QE as iterative, ongoing, always incomplete etc., is one important idea that must underpin new ways of proceeding.

· Comprehensive data collection and triangulation of sources of data about teachers, courses and programs enhances the interpretability of data. 

· Strategic approaches to the response made in reaction to the interpreted data, so that enhancements are maximally relevant, effective and efficient.

· Related to the idea that approaches to data ought to be strategic is the idea that they should also be tailored to the staff in situ to ensure that the offer of development help is maximally relevant and the implementation maximally effective.

At TEDI we have tried to implement a hybrid approach that embodies these features (see figure 2 below). Like some others, we too, have reduced the number of centrally planned and designed workshops we offer and have shifted our resource emphasis towards tailored Staff Development that is responsive to the needs of staff in faculties/schools, whether or not those needs come from staff aspirations or from the identification by the QM system of weaknesses that need to be addressed. .
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Figure 2: Hybrid model of the ADU role in quality measurement and enhancement activities at UQ.

This approach to our changing role as an ADU in the context of quality audit is a first step in what we see will be a continuing challenge as we work in an environment of quality measurement and quality enhancement, where for ADUs there exists a tension between these two forces
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