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ABSTRACT 

In South Africa, the National Plan for Higher Education paved the way for major restructuring and transformation.  In addition to employment equity legislation and a new funding formula, quality assurance have been identified as a steering element in the transformation process. The University of the Free State, being a historically advantaged university, put tremendous effort into the transformation process and tried to respond to national policy priorities without losing its focus on quality and relevance.  The self-evaluation instrument developed for the 2002 programme self-evaluation (a pilot project) clearly reflects a transformative character with a strong focus on the systemic development and adaptation of academic programmes. This paper reflects on the influence of external and internal forces on the development and nature of the framework used as instrument, as well as the way in which the implementation of the project was steered to induce reluctant faculty to come on board. Valuable lessons were learned on the way.

Orientation

In South Africa, the National Plan for Higher Education now gives effect to the major restructuring and transformation of the higher education system as envisaged in the White Paper 3 and the Act of 1997. This plan makes provision for the merging of 36 institutions into 21 and also identifies the broader goals and objectives for the transformation and reconstruction of the system with a view to increasing access and producing the graduates with the skills and competencies necessary to meet the human resource needs of the country; promoting equity of access and outcomes; and to redress past inequalities through ensuring that student and staff profiles reflect the demographic composition of South African society [Department of Education (DoE) 2002].   

  In the National Plan as well as in various other policy papers quality assurance has unambiguously been identified as one of the fundamental elements for the transformation of the higher education system.  The quality demand increases the responsibility of the newly established Higher Education Quality Committee (HEQC) to provide a credible quality-related foundation for programme-based differentiation and diversity in higher education.  In a recent draft document, The Institutional Audit Framework (CHE 2002), proposals indicate the direction of what will eventually become the foundation of the quality assurance system of the HEQC.  The implementation of the system will, however, seek to be realistic and flexible, given the emerging institutional and programme landscape in higher education.  In the case of the University of the Free State (UFS) the HEQC plans to visit the institution on 24 October 2002 for a so-called introductory visit.  Although no full audit will take place, the University has to provide evidence on all quality assurance processes and mechanisms already in place (or at least developing). The Council on Higher Education (CHE) provides motivation to institutions by firstly using the “carrot” of the possibility of six-year self-accreditation status for institutions/faculties which can prove the existence of effective internal quality assurance systems.  The second major steering mechanism or driving force is the new funding formula which is in principle based on student completion rather than student enrolment like in the past.  

  With regard to quality assurance on the programme level, it is of particular importance to take note of the impact of the outcomes-based approach implemented as a result of the South African Qualifications Authority (SAQA) Act of 1995.  Since 1996 all higher education programmes had to be adapted or redesigned according to the new guidelines for registration on the National Qualification Framework (NQF).  The whole process is informed by seven critical cross-field outcomes underpinning education on all levels in the country (and directed to, inter alia, the development of problem-solving and critical thinking skills; teamship; communication skills; technological and environmental literacy; citizenship; as well as cultural and aesthetic understanding and sensitivity).  Quality assurance measures in South Africa (and at the UFS) are thus also directed to further programme design and delivery according to an outcomes-based education (OBE) culture that embraces all the critical cross-field outcomes.

The impact of transformation at the UFS

Institutional level

  The democratisation process in the country, followed by new legislation, has had a major but varied impact on institutions in the country, with very particular problems experienced by historically advantaged universities such as the University of the Free State.  In the past the UFS served only white students through the medium of Afrikaans.  Within the last five years, however, the institution has undergone major changes.  Student numbers have grown from roughly 8 000 in 1997 to 15 000+ in 2002, with more than 50% black students. The changing student body led to demands for parallel medium of instruction (Afrikaans and English) accompanied by further demands for continuous support for the growing number of non-traditional learners.  These and other internal and external changes have made enormous demands on the human and financial resources of the university.  In 1999-2000 far-reaching measures were implemented to turn the institution around to become a financially viable one. The focus on quality and relevance was, however, not lost in this process.  Maintaining and improving quality standards in a rapidly changing institutional landscape have continuously been recognised as one of the most pressing issues the institution has had to address.

Quality assurance level

  In March 2001 the Unit for Quality Assurance and Management (UQAM) was established.  One of the main purposes of the Unit was the initiation, development, co-ordination and monitoring of an institutional quality assurance system in consultation and co-operation with the relevant existing institutional structures.  Self-evaluation was taken as a point of departure, with the emphasis on pinpointing and identifying indicators of quality in higher education practice.  The medium-term plan for 2001-2002 included a major programme evaluation action.  

The 2002 programme self-evaluation process at the UFS 

Purpose

  Following comprehensive literature reviews as well as consultation with various national and international experts in the field of quality assurance during 2001 and the earlier part of 2002, the UQAM identified a preliminary set of criteria and performance indicators for use in the self-evaluation process on programme level.  Members of the quality assurance and programme committees on campus also received the opportunity to scrutinise the criteria and make recommendations.  As a result of the uncertainties and even reluctance detected during this phase, it was decided that the formative and developmental function of the intended self-evaluation process had to receive priority.  The main purpose of the 2002 programme self-evaluation process was thus formulated as that of empowering and stimulating faculty (mainly programme directors) to look critically at all aspects of their programmes while identifying the shortcomings and needs to be addressed.  The programme evaluation would also serve to sensitise faculty to the national priorities in higher education and the importance of addressing these priorities on programme level.  It was furthermore decided to scale the process down to a pilot project to be undertaken in three faculties. This approach would provide the opportunity for the implementation of a slow but hopefully more effective process with long-term benefits for the University.  In addition, an opportunity would be created for the evaluation and review of the programme self-evaluation framework and process. The introductory visit of the HEQC in October and other legislation as described above, as well as the commitment of the UFS leadership to quality at all levels, provided the necessary impetus for the process embarked upon.

The process

  The process of the self-evaluation of programmes at the UFS was undertaken very carefully and discreetly, with recognition of international perspectives and experience.  The message to programme committees was clear: The purpose was not “inspection” or “policing”, but that programme directors and other stakeholders responsible for self-evaluation would accept responsibility for their programmes as well as the resulting improvement thereof.  It was emphasised that the process should not give rise to a “pen-and-paper exercise” or “window-dressing”, but to an intensive and sincere reflection regarding the different facets of the quality of programmes. 

  In order to succeed in this regard, the UQAM suggested that a pilot project approach be followed for 2002 and that it should take place by means of a 10-step process, including the development of the instrument/framework by the UQAM (2001/2002); approval by top management; the seeking of co-operation with programme committees on faculty level; the identification of the programmes to take part; implementation of the project; scrutiny of reports on faculty level; evaluation of reports by the UQAM with a view to the enhancement of the process; follow-up of improvement proposals by faculty programme committees according to time frames; and ultimate feedback to the UFS Programme Committee. The reporting of the process to the HEQC in October 2002 is also regarded as an interim step in the development of the institutional process.  

  With regard to the choice of programmes to be fully involved in the pilot project, the following criteria were suggested:

· It must be a non-professional programme (in other words, one which is not evaluated/audited by a professional council on a regular basis).

· It must be reasonably representative of the programmes in the faculty which is concerned.

· The programme director must be enthusiastic and a “pioneer” or a leader with regard to programme planning and development.

  In addition, it was clearly stated that other programmes in the concerned faculties which voluntarily offered to be part of the process, would also be included.  
The self-evaluation framework (instrument)

  In the first phase of the development of a self-evaluation instrument the UQAM relied quite heavily on international experience and consultation.  In the second phase national priorities were built into the proposed framework, while in a third phase leadership of the UFS and other faculty on programme level were given the opportunity to make inputs.  Other decisions were also made, namely: 

· In order to guide inexperienced faculty and make the process easier, a highly structured framework for the self-evaluation process in the pilot project phase was developed (see Table I).  

· In following the method of many institutions world-wide, provision for qualitative as well as quantitative evaluations was made.  

· Because of the developmental nature of the self-evaluation process and the importance of capacity-building, a systemic developmental approach was followed.  The criteria decided upon have thus purposefully been categorised according to the developmental phases of programme planning and management; programme design; programme delivery; and programme evaluation and review (see Table 1).  The nature of the sub-criteria in each of these four categories is depicted in Table II.

· The importance of the “evaluation of the evaluation”, including recommendations for changes and adaptations, was also acknowledged (and has actually proved to be one of the aspects most appreciated by those involved in the project).

  The framework as a whole consists of six main sections (see Table I). 

Table I

Section 3 is the heart of the framework (see Table II) where the self-evaluation of aspects of the programme takes place quantitatively as well as qualitatively The assessor is guided by sets of performance indicators categorised under broader criteria. Each section (e.g. A1, Programme Planning and Management) is evaluated according to a six-point scale (cf. Cox 1999) followed by a fairly guided qualitative self-evaluation in which the evaluators are given the opportunity to reflect on programme characteristics under the headings  strengths; weaknesses; opportunities; and threats, followed by recommendations/action plans.  They also have to indicate the nature of documentation included as verifying evidence of claims made in the report.
  The instrument clearly reflects the influence of national legislation and other agendas in South African higher education.  In the Programme Design and Content Category, for example, the appropriateness of entry requirements, alternative access routes and recognition of prior learning (RPL) measures have to be evaluated, while the extent of the inclusion of indigenous knowledge in programme content as well as the realisation of the critical outcomes has to be reflected upon.  In the Learning Facilitation Category, assessors have to reflect on whether learning material and learning facilitation meet the needs of the diverse student population and reveal sensitivity towards diversity in race, gender and language.

  It is thus maintained that the Framework used in the self-evaluation of programmes at the UFS is built on international experience, but also reveals certain unique characteristics in structure and content that make it highly suitable for programme self-evaluation in its specific context.  
Table II:  
Progress  
  Up to this stage (October 2002) the 10 step-process envisaged has been implemented up to Step 6 (the implementation of the self-evaluation process). Several of the programme directors not officially involved decided to take part in a “mini”-evaluation which would include scrutiny of all aspects of their programmes according to Section 3 in the framework (concentrating on the quantitative grading followed a short narrative report on the strengths and weakness of their programmes, as well as suggestions for addressing any identified shortcomings and envisaged needs).  

  As programmes include several qualifications with different exit levels, the problem of getting staff members on departmental level on board was regarded as either a challenge by some programme directors or an insurmountable stumbling-block by others.  Enthusiastic programme directors from the three participating faculties invented several means by which other staff members in their programmes could be involved (including simplified questionnaires, E-mail surveys, as well as a workshop on departmental level).  (In addition to the driving force of the visit of the HEQC to the UFS in October, a new “force” accelerating the process has also become obvious, namely a type of competition among the three participating faculties.)

Lessons learned

  In the development and implementation of the process an attempt was made to take note of many of the pitfalls reported in literature, as there was certainly no need to re-invent the wheel (cf. Cox 1999; Harvey 1999; Liston 1999; Casey & McLaughlin 2000; Duderstadt 2000; Cistone & Bashford 2002; Rowley & Sherman 2002).  At the UFS we learned that developing and implementing a meaningful quality assurance process is not as easy as it sounds.  On faculty and departmental level this type of activity is often perceived as a nuisance that infers with getting the real work done. In conclusion, a brief summary of some of the most important lessons learned in the process thus far is provided below, with acknowledgement that our experiences are not totally unique and also reflect many of the experiences of quality experts in other parts of the world: 

· Consider and address the external and internal factors that have an impact on the quality assurance process at an institution and influences it either positively or negatively.  (National agendas as opposed to institutional inertia may be the most important to be taken account of on programme level at the UFS.)

· Recognise that the quality assurance process is first and foremost for the institution itself and not for outside agencies or external quality audits (and, in particular, to enhance equity and innovation as advocated by leadership at the UFS).
· Make provision for a designated central point, office, or contact person for planning and co-ordinating the quality assurance process on the institutional level (e.g. the UQAM at the UFS).
· Build on successful systems and implement them in an incremental fashion that allows for small gains and the building of trust (a pilot phase is thus highly recommended).
· Recognise that special efforts are needed to induce reluctant faculty to come on board, but a good start can be made by including the enthusiasts, the “change champions”, as allies in the pilot phase (cf. Cistone & Bashford 2002:12).

· Provide academic staff members with guidance at a very high level and empower them to take ownership of the quality assurance process at faculty/departmental level.

· Ensure that the methods of assessment are reliable and valid for the purpose, emphasising qualitative measurement as much as quantitative.
· Provide a fairly structured framework and process to make it more digestable to the newcomers.

· Communicate that the required reporting should be simple, easy to use, fairly structured and meaningful (with an indication of the required format, e.g. strengths; weaknesses; opportunities; threats; recommendations; etc.).
· Regard “evaluation of the evaluation” as extremely important in order to enhance the trustworthiness of the process in current as well as future applications.  (It also contributes to the feeling of ownership.)

· Address in an honest fashion staff members’ problems with the execution of the self-evaluation process and provide as much support as possible (e.g. in getting the data bases of the institution in line with the documentation required).

· Use competition among faculties as a positive steering factor, but guide against “window-dressing” in the process. 

· Use available “sticks” and “carrots” purposefully but discreetly in steering the self-evaluation process on programme level in the required direction (e.g. hanging audits vs. possible self-accreditation, as well as “faculty pride” in the case of the UFS).

Concluding remarks

  At the UFS the UQAM have succeeded in letting programme directors “buy in to” the quality assurance process to a satisfactory extent.  It was a small beginning with perhaps small gains, but, in the absence of national criteria for programme self-evaluation, it is hoped that the framework developed and the process followed can serve to inform the HEQC in this regard.  It is also hoped that, with sensitive steering, as well as by using internal and external influences to our advantage, the 2002 pilot project may be instrumental in the realisation of the vision of the UFS, namely to be a top quality, equitable and innovative university.
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  Table I:  Outline of the programme self-evaluation framework

Section 1:     Summary of programme details

Section 2:     Programme description and rationale

Section 3:     Programme self-evaluation
 
A. Criteria for programme planning and management

 
B. Criteria with regard to programme design 

 
C. Criteria for programme delivery

  
D. Criteria for programme evaluation and review

Section 4:    Critical summative perspective

Section 5:    Meta-evaluation (evaluation of the self-evaluation process)

Section 6:    Addenda
Table II:  Criteria applied in Section 3 of the Framework
	A.     CRITERIA FOR PROGRAMME PLANNING AND MANAGEMENT

A1.   Programme lodged in the appropriate site and programme management

A2.   Adequate and suitable human resources

A3.   Adequate and suitable financial resources

A4.   Adequate and suitable physical resources

A5.   Effective programme marketing

A6.   Meta-evaluation
	C. CRITERIA FOR PROGRAMME DELIVERY

C1.  Availability of good and appropriate learning  material

C2.  Good and effective learning facilitation

C3.  Effective and fair learning assessment

C4.  Effective mechanisms and procedures for learner support

C5.  Meta-evaluation

	
	

	B.     CRITERIA WITH REGARD TO      

         PROGRAMME DESIGN

B1.   Programme relevance

B2.   Sound programme coherence and content

B3.   Efficient programme approval and registration

B4    Meta-evaluation
	D.    CRITERIA FOR PROGRAMME EVALUATION AND REVIEW 

D1.  Efficient evaluation and review of the programme

D2.  Grading of programme effectiveness and efficiency

D5.  Meta-evaluation
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