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Outline

Does quality management transform students; does it transform institutions? The paper starts with the conventional understanding that ‘transformation’ in the case of students refers to empowerment even though we are also mindful that ‘empowerment’ can have many significations. In the case of institutions, the argument is that quality is a driver of organisational excellence, although again it is by no means clear that ‘excellence’ has a settled signification nor, indeed, that it is an uncontested concept. 

In the contemporary globalised moment, universities are increasingly finding that their activities are driven by national agendas emphasising national economic competitiveness. The task of ‘transforming’ students becomes one of ‘adding value’, ensuring that they graduate with the kind of human capital appropriate to effectiveness in the knowledge economy. ‘Transformation’, therefore, now involves something different to notions of empowerment as traditionally interpreted by the liberal university. The university, faced with a continual diminution in public funding, is as an institution coming under increasing pressure to become more performative and to commercialise its knowledge through closer links with business. This is creating a situation where universities are experiencing an acute tension between autonomy and accountability, a tension that is felt at all levels and which is becoming increasingly difficult to resolve. 

The task facing universities now is to find ways of resolving this tension in a productive way. Universities cannot remain totally unaccountable in the sense of refusing to co-operate with the national agenda. It is not unreasonable to expect clear and full responses about the effective use of resources put at the disposal of universities. They do have a responsibility to the welfare and development of the society of which they are a significant part. On the other hand, universities cannot simply become the agents of the state or of business. Even with the emphasis shifting to performative research and the commercialisation of knowledge, a certain amount of autonomy is required if innovative research is to flourish. 

It has been argued that the balance is now tipping too far in the direction of accountability and that furthermore accountability when allied with input/output measures of excellence has led to a spread of managerialism in universities which has endangered autonomy. As universities become more closely aligned with the market how quality is defined, established and monitored becomes managerial rather than academic. However, at the same time universities are adopting the rhetoric of the ‘learning organisation’. Whilst this is seen as appropriate to an institution with a significant role to play in the contemporary knowledge economy, it is not always the case that the actual practices of universities match the rhetoric. Universities are, therefore, in danger of getting the worst of both worlds: a gradual erosion of autonomy without enjoying the benefits accruing to a learning organisation.

It is against this background that we wish to develop our discussion of quality management. The quality agenda has obviously played a significant part in these developments. We would argue that quality management has also been faced with a tension between, on the one hand, quality management as improvement through learning and, on the other, quality management as compliance through surveillance and control. 

Quality management in universities is about the management of complexity with a view to empowering students and facilitating excellent institutions. The position this paper proposes is that quality works through ‘action at a distance’. That is, quality management works best through being removed from direct control over what is still the main function of universities viz. teaching and learning and research. Quality management is one of the main ways of ensuring accountability but this has to be done with a light touch where quality management does not impinge directly on the activities of teachers and researchers. It is only when quality management operates at a distance that it can become a means of facilitating individual and organisational learning. This is a difficult task because not only is this way of managing quality complex so too is that which it is attempting to manage. 

Contemporary developments could be interpreted as undermining the principle of action at a distance. Increasingly, quality management is becoming more onerous and some would argue more burdensome and interventionist. Increasingly and particularly with the trend to external quality management by non-university agencies, quality management is slipping out of the hands of teachers and researchers. It seems to be more about working on people rather than with them. Action at a distance is being replaced by direct intervention and increasingly the quality agenda appears to be more about surveillance and control than improvement and learning. 

In this paper, we will draw upon our experience working in the R&D central service of RMIT. We work closely with the Quality Consultancy Unit and are ourselves responsible for the quality management of research training and research students. The tension between standardisation and the recognition of different ways of researching and supervising becomes ever more significant in the attempt to meet the needs and demands of quality management but at the same time work in a collegial way with those at Faculty level. 

The ways in which initiatives are developed, trialled, implemented and documented through intense and ongoing consultation with faculties form part of the quality processes themselves. The longitudinal nature of quality management means that any impact takes time to judge, especially an impact that works through distance. We will consider how and to what extent quality management processes that operate at a distance lead to the transformation of the research experience and capabilities of both students and institutions with respect to how they are perceived and the value of the research they foster and deliver.
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