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Abstract 

This paper reflects on work done in the RMIT University Faculty of Life Sciences during 2001-2002 to develop and implement an educational quality management system that (a) would be consistent with the policies, standards and goals set by the university in relation to academic program quality; and (b) would also be capable of actualising these, by aligning policy, procedures and resources to achieve both process- and performance-related outcomes for programs. A key challenge has been the need to demonstrate that the Program Quality Assurance (PQA) system is not just another management fad. A SWOT analysis of the PQA system from the perspectives of key stakeholder groups – staff, Faculty executive, and university administration - shows that the PQA system has great potential to be more than a fad, but ongoing alignment of vision, policy, infrastructure and resources must occur at many levels of the organisation before its potential as a quality management tool can be fully realised.

Introduction

In this paper we reflect on our work of the last eighteen months of developing and implementing an educational quality management system within a university Faculty to be both consistent with and capable of implementing the policies, standards and goals set by the higher education institution in relation to educational quality.

The aim of this project has been to develop and implement an over-arching system for quality management (Program Quality Assurance (PQA)) which consistently aligns policy, procedures and resources to achieve both program process and performance outcomes.

The key stakeholders for the work are the program academic, teaching and administrative staff (end users of the system), the Faculty executive (the system owners) and the university (system validators). The challenge for the project team (the authors) has been to demonstrate to each of these three stakeholder groups how the system can be developed to meet their specific, and not necessarily consistent, needs and to achieve from each, their commitment to supporting the process through, in particular, resource allocation whilst the system is still evolving and whilst outcomes cannot be guaranteed. Additionally, the symbiotic nature of the relationships between the stakeholders and their needs means that the success of the project relies on this commitment from all stakeholders. If one stakeholder group was to pull out, the whole project could not proceed. 

We have used change management strategies, supplemented by systems and strategic thinking and strategies for building collaborative relationships to engage in this work. A key challenge has been the need to demonstrate that PQA can be sustainable with multiple, enduring benefits and is not just another management fad.

Below, we consider the link between faddism and the quality agenda, describe the Faculty management system that we have been implementing, consider stakeholder needs and provide an summary of the issues in the form of a SWOT analysis of the system.

Faddism and the quality agenda

In his book, Management Fads in Higher Education (Birnbaum, 2001), Birnbaum describes management fads as those management tools, which after enjoying “brief popularity” (p. xiv), fail. He goes on to say that “remnants of fads may become incorporated into institutional culture and become part of our collective thinking. But fads have costs as well as benefits, and we have to learn how to use them wisely” (Birnbaum, 2001, p xiv). 

The use of management tools in higher education is not new. As Birnbaum points out, the drive to create greater efficiencies in higher education institutions started early in the twentieth century (p16) with the introduction of Taylorism to American colleges.

There are many concerns regarding issues around the recent introduction of the quality agenda for higher education worldwide with respect to the use of standards and measures  (Baldwin, Paul & Scobie, 2000; Erwin, 1999; Reading, 1996), administrative work associated with quality management (Coaldrake & Stedman, 1999; Goddard, 1999), adequacy of resources to implement improvements (Martin, 1999) and the perception that educational quality assurance tends to “overshadow the main business of teaching and learning” (Martin, 1999, p. 128). This indicated disaffection with the quality agenda suggests that there is a risk that quality management is not sustainable and could in fact be a management fad, doomed to failure and to disappear, having been a cost to the organisation and its staff in many different ways.

Birnbaum suggests that the way to avoid this outcome in higher education is through the recognition that any management tool must not apply “a technical process as a guise under which to try to change the cognitive frames and interpretations of what a college is and how it should behave” (Birnbaum, 2001, p. 29). Systems proposers must recognise and be responsive to both the external and most importantly the internal contexts operating in relation to the institution. This view is consistent with the view that management needs to create an environment which ensures staff can identify with the vision for change, as described in change management theory (Cacioppe, 1997; Kotter, 1995).

Quality review activities can be seen as a motivating force for improvement (Scott, 2001), which are considered important by the staff involved. The task then is to establish a system where staff value quality management work as relevant and contributing to their core work (Martin, 1999) and that this is also reflected and reinforced consistently across the organisation’s systems (Senge, 1990). Most importantly, the benefits in engaging in quality activities must outweigh the costs and be perceived as doing so by all the stakeholder groups. 

A Faculty developed quality management system

RMIT University’s PQA system has been used in the Faculty of Life Sciences as the quality management tool. The PQA refers to the integrated set of processes (a system) which use data to inform and evaluate decision making in the approximately 30 TAFE, undergraduate and postgraduate coursework degree programs in Life Sciences, with the goal of improving and enhancing their outcomes, along the lines of continuous improvement using quality cycles (approach, deployment, results and improvement (Australian Quality Council, 2001)). We have developed this system, based on continuous improvement principles, to be consistent with the requirements of the Australian Universities Quality Agency (Woodhouse, 2001).

The driving vehicle for this engagement of staff in PQA is the program annual report/ action workplan introduced in 2001 (Wahr & Radloff, 2002). This asks program teams (the team of staff teaching into a program of study) to gather data to evidence the program’s status against specified university (PQA) criteria. Program teams then develop an action workplan to address any areas for which process or outcomes are considered to need improvement. How this program annual reporting and action workplan approach follows the quality cycle can be seen in figure 1.

Individually and collectively the program annual reports are a rich source of information which can and should be used to inform and/or drive broader management activities including teaching and learning policy and procedure, budget, organisational strategic planning and teaching and learning capability building and scholarship (through reflective practice).

The program annual report is a management tool with multiple functions; which:

1. Provides a common framework upon which to a base teaching and learning discourse within the Faculty/university.

2. Evidences program achievements of and/or progress towards PQA referenced goals (criteria)

3. Is a planning tool for the Program Team

4. Facilitates accessing existing university and Faculty resources for program improvement and enhancement

5. Provides an additional measure/set of data which informs Faculty/university planning for future program offerings

6. Once compiled across all programs, provides report data that can be used to determine appropriate organisational resource planning allocations for program outcomes improvement.

PQA was first introduced in 2001 as a pilot therefore, it is early in its life cycle. At present, we are confident that within the Faculty we have achieved the first function, namely to provide a common framework since a common process has been developed and implemented. The initial implementation has been evaluated (Scott, 2002) and has undergone substantial review in response to feedback 

Close to all program teams have submitted program annual reports/action workplans, which reflect that they have started to engage with evidenced approaches to quality management. Feedback to program teams has been provided, based on the reports, regarding progress and opportunities to access resources. So whilst we are progressing functions 2, 3 and 4 described above, we believe that there is opportunity for developing the system further. This view is reinforced within the review activities coordinated by the project facilitators.

Preliminary work has commenced with respect to functions 5 and 6, but this involves working closely with Faculty and university leadership to review current practices and modes of operation and requires a substantial consultation and “managing up” – which can be a relatively slow process. 



To progress this work to achieve the full range of benefits, we must review how well the system is contextualised and seen as relevant, both in outcomes and linkages. Are we aware of and where appropriate responding to the contextual requirements of all stakeholders in such a way to make this system to be sustainable and more than a fad?

Stakeholder needs

There are three stakeholder groups amongst whom the PQA system needs to be embedded; the program academic, teaching and administrative staff (end users of the system), the Faculty executive (the system owners) and the university (system validators).

Students and industry are not dealt with here as stakeholders, since, whilst they should benefit from the PQA system with the improved outcomes (and this needs to be evidenced), they will not engage in the operation of system itself beyond engaging in feedback activities in regard to the program and its outcomes.

	Strengths of the PQA system

-Value of system generally agreed by all stakeholders

-Provides a mechanism to determine how well programs are achieving common program objectives

-Builds staff capability with respect to program management and evidence based practice

-Creates partnerships as various groups come together to respond to issues

-Use of standards/evidencing in decision making

-Evolving and responsive to stakeholder inputs

-System implementation can be achieved without major structural or procedural change

-Different forms of evidence are accepted based on program circumstances

-Allows for program teams to receive feedback and access to resources to support improvement

-Consistent with expectations of external bodies

-Champions teaching and learning
	Weaknesses of the PQA system

-Pervading perception that all management systems are fads resulting in staff being unwilling to commit

-Reliance on availability of evidencing data which may be difficult to source and/or of variable reliability.

-System can be perceived as task oriented rather than integrated system with multiple benefits

-Operation of system requires resourcing


The following SWOT analysis assists in highlighting how the system affects these stakeholder groups, provides a qualitative means to considering the current status (sustainable vs fad) of the system and suggests how to strengthen the system for improved sustainability. 

	Opportunities for the PQA system

-Improved student learning 

-Improved student satisfaction as measured by standardised external indicators eg. CEQ/SOS

- Quality approaches embedded and normalised 

-A single framework to which all aspects of program management and resourcing are logically and transparently linked

-Highlights and provides opportunities to acknowledge achievements

-Understanding of program status empowers program team to engage confidently in planning activities

-Understanding of program status empowers program managers to present an evidenced case for resource allocations

-Understanding of program quality assurance criteria empowers staff as effective developers and implementers of future programs
	Threats to the PQA system

-Perceived and real increases to staff workload (primarily with first cycle)

-Compliance response leading to superficial engagement from staff

-Weak commitment to system at senior level which may result in change of track in response to external drivers

-Continuous improvement approaches do not necessarily provide immediate results, which may not be satisfactory to some stakeholders

-Credibility; the system is untested and there is a need to demonstrate that our PQA makes a difference – costs may outweigh benefits

-Staff may feel threatened by what the evidence may reveal about the program’s performance

-Where program teams feel the program is performing adequately, the need to document performance seems unnecessary

-Management of stakeholder expectations is required


Figure 2: SWOT analysis of PQA system with regard to system costs and benefits from a range of stakeholder perceptions.

Conclusions and recommendations

The strengths of the PQA system seem compelling and indicate that this is a system that cannot be dismissed as a fad, for it has general support, assists the organisation to meet its external obligations, is responsive in its implementation and operation to stakeholder diversity and makes provision to resource improvements. 

Of enduring benefit is the support for and acceptance by all stakeholders for the need to use an evidenced based approach to program review and the building of capability in this regard. This single point alone means that irrespective of any future changes staff are able to enhance all aspects of program management work using this methodology.

The opportunities support the argument for sustainability, reflecting as they do a way of effecting organisational learning, moving staff from regarding program development and operation as just a common-sense activity, to an appreciation of it as form of knowledge that has to be managed carefully for the university’s long term success.

The real test for this system is credibility, of making and being seen to make a difference as listed amongst the threats. The PQA criteria are a set of standards which describe how programs should be managed and how they should perform. If, after what staff feel are their best efforts, the PQA system does not make provision to empower them to achieve these, the system is at real risk of losing credibility and with that, the support of staff to engage with it.

For this reason, the university and Faculty need to commit to on-going empowerment of the PQA system to make a difference or at least be seen to be giving such matters priority even if immediate solutions/resources are not available to address the need for improvement. 

The prospect of external monitoring and review of an organisation’s provision of programs provides key leverage to the development and implementation of internal quality management systems, such as the PQA system. Whether in fact such systems, are more than a fad will depend upon how organisations choose to apply evidence based approaches to supporting the internal quality management system. This can only happen if organisations commit to valuing, acknowledging and responding to the information/issues/views that these systems generate.

The PQA system has great potential to be more than a fad, but there is on-going work at many levels of the organisation that must occur before this can be realised fully.

References

Australian Quality Council. (2001). 2001 Framework - Australian Business Excellence Framework. Sydney: Australian Quality Council.

Birnbaum, R. (2001). Management Fads in Higher Education: where do they come from, what they do, why they fail. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Coaldrake, P., & Stedman, L. (1999). Academic work in the twenty-first century. Canberra:  Department of Education, Training and Youth Affairs, Commonwealth of Australia.

Goddard, S. (1999). Benchmarks and Templates - Some Notes and Queries from a Sceptic. London: Kogan Page.

Martin, E. (1999). Changing Academic Work: Developing the Learning University. Buckingham: The Society for Research into Higher Education.

Scott, G. (2001).  Preparing for the Quality Audit in Higher Education: Lessons from the New Zealand Experience. Sydney: University of Technology Sydney.

Scott, G. (2002). Faculty of Life Sciences, Review of Implementation of RMIT's Program Quality Assurance. Sydney: University of Technology Sydney.

Senge, P. (1990). The fifth discipline. New York: Random House.

Wahr, F., & Radloff, A. (2002). Using Quality Assurance to drive a teaching and learning agenda: taking a risk, meeting the challenge. Paper presented at the HERDSA Conference, Perth, Australia.

Woodhouse, D. (2001). Australian Universities Quality Agency: Audit Manual. Melbourne: Australian Universities Quality Agency.

Program Quality Assurance – a quality management system based on continuous improvement
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Figure 1: Diagram of continuous improvement cycle as applied to PQA system











