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ABSTRACT

The thesis explores the origins of government corscabout the quality of UK higher
education during the 1980s and traces legislativegsses leading to the reform acts of
1988 and 1992. It demonstrates close links betwegrer education reforms and
Conservative policies in the rest of the publicgeand shows how quality assurance was
used as an instrument of regulation to increasemowent control over the universities
during the next decade. These developments couheiite the rise of a higher education
‘market’ in which quality assessment scores weapdiated into league tables to attract
students as ‘customers’. The narrative then sh@msthe issue of student fees
increasingly came to dominate the Labour governtaéninking from 1997 onwards and

became a major theme in debates leading to thehegtucation act of 2004.

The chronological narrative based on historicabaots and contemporary documents
identifies four successive phases of quality assigrdetween 1992 and 2004. This is
combined with a qualitative study which uses a troieivist approach to build up a
picture of the unsettled period that followed th&#aduction of quality assurance systems
into universities. A wide range of views from canfgorary literature were supplemented
by a series of ten semi-structured interviews withviduals who played significant roles

in these events and reported their experiencdgeindwn words.

The narrative traces the growth of a quality ‘indyisn higher education and a long-
running ‘quality debate’ among those affected byintpacts. Difficulties of defining
‘quality’ and the political desire for quantitatimeeasurement led to the adoption of
unsuitable methodology, emphasising accountalatithe expense of improvement. This
turbulent period was characterised by a recurraitepn of rising protests from academics
which culminated in political intervention and salgently further change. The thesis
analyses the effects of quality assurance on usityestaff and students and on the
developing discourse between higher education laadtate. Summarising its impacts in a
balance sheet of pros and cons leads to the cameligat though concerns about quality
were justified and some form of regulation was seaey in the expanded and diverse
sector, the results of audit and assessment rel/kitle cause for concern about the
quality of UK higher education. Furthermore, thougfality assurance produced some
benefits in the organisation of courses, staff tiguaent and information for prospective
students, there was little evidence of benefiteazhing itself. Thus, quality assurance

failed to deliver the government’s own aim of vafaemoney, and the effort and time



3
required by the universities could have been plietter use; less insistence on regulation

could have given academics more freedom to purapeovements in teaching. A brief
epilogue reflects on the status of quality assuiean®015 and warns that separate plans

for reform announced by HEFCE and the current gowent risk repeating old mistakes.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION
‘Quality is a slippery word{(Ball, 1989: 2).

1.1 ‘The Quest for Quality’

During the latter part of the $@entury, the challenges of expanding student nusnbe
while simultaneously reducing costs gave rise fmm@n concerns among governments in
the UK and elsewhere about whether the qualityigtiér education could be maintained.
One difficulty in tackling this problem, howeveraw/that there was little consensus about
what ‘quality’ actually meant (Barnett, 1992). Bds® his experience in the Netherlands,
Vroeijenstijn (1992: 112) vividly expressed thigglexity: ‘quality is like love...

Everybody knows and feels when there is love. Bwedy recognises it. But when we try

to give a definition of it, we are standing with giyihands’.

1.2  Starting points

My interest in this topic goes back to my own exgare in 1994 when | undertook some
research at the University of Glasgow on the dgweaknt of quality assurance in UK
universities. As part of a Diploma in Adult Educat, the investigation focused mainly on
how far the quality assurance systems then beiptemmented were applicable to open
continuing education courses. An abridged versidheresulting dissertation, entitled
‘The Quest for Qualityvas later published in th®cottish Journal of Adult and Continuing
Education(Kuenssberg, 1997). | was subsequently appointedif® Assurance Officer in
the Department of Adult and Continuing Educatioithva remit to develop systems
suitable for the widely differing areas of its pigen. In particular, | worked with
colleagues to develop a quality assurance framewapkopriate for a programme of part-
time credit-bearing courses being introduced inpiieod 1995-98. The implementation of
this major change programme was reported in thegaomnal (Kuenssberg and Turner,
1999).

My original dissertation and first-hand experient¢he early days of quality assurance
led me to identify a number of fundamental questimhich | was keen to pursue when |
returned to research in 2008 after a 10-year catemrge. During that early period | had
found ‘a prevailing atmosphere of confusion’ amaagademics who were first bewildered

by the duplication of quality assurance procesgseés @s time went on, increasingly angry
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at the time and effort involved in shouldering thigeaucratic burden (Kuenssberg, 1997:

37). Many resented this external intervention whiay viewed as government-imposed
infringement of their academic freedom. | was edageaxplore further why ‘quality’ had
become part of the political agenda in the firsicpl | also wanted to find out how this
‘quality debate’ had continued and how the emergiegds | had identified had

developed.

1.3  Motivation for the PhD study

Thus, my original motivation for this new study waersonal curiosity — to revisit a
previous area of interest. In many ways | was wedlified to undertake the study. | had a
professional background in adult education and eepee of quality assurance from two
angles: on the receiving end as a teacher in tipaureent of Adult and Continuing
Education and having staff responsibility for implenting it. Through my earlier research
| was already familiar with the documents and #tare that had begun to accumulate
around the theme of ‘quality’ from the start —aetof official reports, handbooks and
guidelines on quality assurance, numerous booksgiules in which academics
discussed emerging issues and a stream of presaaunon the developing controversies.
This material and subsequent publications wouldigdeomaterial for ongoing research. |
remembered who were the major players in the walfriflality assurance and had retained

some personal connections which might guide myaghof interviewees for this research.

The quality of higher education was and remaingadly important issue for students and
for the country. Quality assurance was highly coversial in the years following its
implementation and caused considerable upheavthéinniversities. In the light of these
consequences, it seemed important to investigaée ehfierence it had actually made and
whether the benefits were worth the effort.

1.4 Knowledge gaps

In considering a focus for my PhD study, | becanvara of certain gaps in the literature
produced during the early years after the introdaocbf quality assurance. Harvey and
Williams (1997)pointed out that there was little significant resbanto the impact of

guality assurance processes in universities in eoisgn with the number of studies
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devoted to policy and the activities of externamages. Brennan and Shah (2000: 9)

agreed that literature on the development of quabsurance had thus far tended to focus
on national and institutional levels but there badn few studies about its impact at grass-
roots level. This would be a fertile field to expaand the longer time lapse since the
introduction of quality assurance would give a cheaiew of its effects on the universities

and those who worked and studied there.

1.5 Purpose of the PhD study

The overall purpose of this study was thereforertderstand the phenomenon of quality
assurance and the role it played in the reformidkohigher education between the

Conservative Green Paper of 1985 and Labour’s Higdecation Act of 2004.

1.6 Research questions

| developed three broad questions which definedtiope and direction of the research:
* Why was quality assurance introduced into UK ursitexs during the 1990s?
* How did it operate?

* What were its impacts on the higher education secto

It was clear that this project would embrace sdwapheres for research and would require
a number of methods and techniques. An essensaktiep in producing a history was to
establish a chronological framework in order toensthnd the sequence of events.
Examination of policy and legislation would providdasis for understanding the
government’s aims in instigating the higher edwsateforms. Analysis of the theory and
practice of quality assurance would be necessatytbassess its pros and cons as an
instrument for the regulation of higher educatiod # understand its effects on people
and relationships. In this study information fromitten sources would be augmented by
interviews with key senior individuals who had direxperience of the events. | planned
to create a ‘balance sheet’ of the benefits analddisntages of quality assurance that had
become apparent during the study to crystallisdititings and help to reach verdicts

about its overall impacts.

Adopting this approach guided the formulation eiuanber of ‘sub-questions’ which were

adapted to become the questions for a series ofsaumstured interviews:
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* What happened when?

* How far was the introduction of quality assurarinkdd with government policies
of the time?

* How appropriate was quality assurance as an ingintito assess the quality of
teaching and learning?

* How did the higher education sector react to th®duction of quality assurance?

* What changes took place in universities as a re$ut$ introduction?

This initial thinking enabled me to define the nragoeas | would need to investigate and

to identify likely sources of useful information.

1.7 Chapter outline

Chapter 2: Methodology

Chapter 2 explains the methodology of the thes@uding the philosophical foundations
of qualitative research and the aims of the constngt approach. It addresses the
challenges of combining a chronological narrativena thematic approach and explains
my own dual position as an academic researcheaandsider’ in the study. It discusses
the main sources for the research — official dogusjeeontemporary literature and semi-
structured interviews — and the methods used ftar dallection and analysis. The chapter
ends with a declaration of my own approach to tegcand learning which inevitably

underlies the study and has coloured my judgensdusat quality assurance.

Chapter 3: Facts and figures

Chapter 3 presents a chronological summary of eveamd policy developments for the
period 1985-2004 and a chart illustrating the foliases of quality assurance identified in
the narrative. Secondly, some key statistics inolyifigures from the Higher Education
Statistics Agency (HESA) are included, relatinghte expansion of universities, student
and staff numbers and the total income and expareditf HEIs between 1994 and 2004,
with some figures for 2013-14 added for comparigdre final section gives background
information on the definitions and processes ofiguassurance and some estimated

costs.
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Chapter 4: ‘A crisis in higher education’?

Chapter 4 explains the historical background toegement concerns about the quality of
UK higher education during its transition from diteéto a mass system. It explores the
impact of the Conservative political agenda fron@i9.8ll 1997: the pressure on
universities to produce graduates to contributdéoeconomy, the preoccupation with
public sector organisations’ accountability to the-payer and the emphasis on efficiency
and value for money. It outlines the Green Papd986 which signalled the onset of
major changes and explains how the desire for gowent control contributed to a feeling

of crisis among academics.

Chapter 5: Legislative reforms, 1987-92

Chapter 5 traces the processes leading to thédagisof 1988 and 1992 and the
unsuccessful attempts by the universities to résistits to their independence. It outlines
the major reforms, including the combining of exigtuniversities and polytechnics into
one greatly enlarged sector, the creation of thedkg Councils to administer a new
financial réegime and the introduction of qualitgasance as an instrument of regulation. It
defines aspects of quality control, audit and assest and predicts future conflicts in the

ensuing struggle for power between the universdarasthe state.

Chapter 6: The quality industry

Chapter 6 describes how the introduction of quaggurance spawned a whole new
‘industry’ in higher education as the demands afitand assessment greatly increased the
volume of work. It also identifies a number of centions and parallels with the industrial
world from the origins of quality assurance in anf@acturing setting to the onus on
universities to adopt a corporate style of manageraed the tendency to view higher

education as a ‘product’ available for purchasetoglents in the market.

Chapter 7: The quality debate, 1992-95

Chapter 7 gives an account of the early stagdseofjuality debate’ which broke out in
higher education over the implementation and ingpattjuality assurance. It describes
academics’ resentment at the loss of autonomy emskesof professional intrusion caused
by external regulation and objections to what tbeysidered as the unsuitable
methodology of quality assurance, the additionataucratic demands and in particular
the unnecessary duplication caused by the overggpiocesses of audit and assessment.

It then seeks reasons why academics lost the argusespite varied modes of resistance.
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Chapter 8: Phases of quality assurance, 1995-2004

Chapter 8 examines three successive phases ofygasdurance between 1995 and 2004
which were characterised by a recurring pattemisaig protests culminating in political
intervention and subsequent further change. Tkericords university protests about the
scoring system for teaching quality assessmeradotred in 1995 and the establishment of
a joint planning group by the Secretary of Statesehproposals led to the foundation of
the Quality Assurance Agency (QAA) in 1997. Theosetdescribes how QAA proposals
for even more stringent quality assurance arrangen@ovoked an increasing furore and
a surprise decision by David Blunkett that the leardf quality assurance should be
significantly reduced, leading to the introductmima new system of institutional audit by
2002. The final section recounts university comgkto the Prime Minister Tony Blair
that chronic underfunding was threatening the ¢yalfi higher education and Blair's
willingness in 2004 to risk his political future ander to force an unpopular increase in

student fees through Parliament as part of the étiglducation Act of 2004.

Chapter 9: Working with quality assurance - effects on staff

Chapter 9 focuses on the variable and often deisifects of quality assurance on the
working lives of front-line academics. It demonstsahow the pressures of increased
workload affected their work-life balance and, thbisome academics rose to the
challenge of the ‘performativity’ culture, othersffiered damaging psychological stresses

which adversely affected their relationship withdsnts.

Chapter 10: Students in the higher education ‘market’

Chapter 10 traces the growing concept of highecatiton as a market within which fee-
paying students were expected to assume the ré&desibmers’. It considers the
government pressure on universities to providesmsing amounts of information to guide
their choice of courses and the growing influentcstadents as evaluators of the education
they were receiving. It analyses the benefits i3f #mpowerment’ but also the risks of
increased complaints and litigation and distortiothe relationship between teachers and

learners.

Chapter 11: Discourses of quality assurance

Chapter 11 brings together major recurring themtsa number of ‘discourses of quality’
in which the many interests involved in qualitywassice voiced their diverse points of
view. Presenting the findings in this way leadamounderstanding that the opposing

arguments about quality assurance were elemeis overarching oppositional discourse
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between the government’s agenda and the traditeomad and values of universities which

had serious consequences for UK higher education.

Chapter 12: Weighing up the impacts of quality assurance

Chapter 12 first reports that previous internal argtrnal evaluations of quality assurance
had demonstrated both pros and cons and seconulyrdgrates that the government’s
aims for quality assurance had been only partfalfiiled. The specific impacts of quality
assurance on universities, on teaching, on staffoanstudents are drawn together in a

‘balance sheet’ at the end of the chapter.

Chapter 13: Verdicts on quality assurance

Chapter 13 presents a number of conclusions in@mn®athe original research questions.
The origins of quality assurance were largely peity motivated for a number of reasons
and its processes were quickly embedded withindrigducation causing profound
changes which were greatly resisted by many acaeits impacts were both positive
and negative and there was little evidence thaadt made a significant difference to the
quality of teaching and learning. The final sectofrthe chapter assesses what could have
been done differently to make quality assuranceemelevant to the promotion of

effective learning.

Chapter 14: Epilogue

A brief epilogue summarises trends in quality assoe over the previous decade and
expresses concerns about its future in the ligkbaie possibly conflicting reforms
proposed by HEFCE and by the UK Government durlip2
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CHAPTER 2: METHODOLOGY

‘The combination of multiple methodological praescas a strateggdds rigor,
complexity, richness and depth to an inqu{iick, 1998: 231)

2.1 Philosophical foundations

2.1.1 Qualitative interpretive research

It was clear to me from the start that this stutlguality assurance would come under the
broad heading of qualitative research, defined s®ell (2007: 249) as ‘an inquiry
process of understanding based on a distinct metbgidal tradition of inquiry that
explores a social or human problem’. In order toiee ‘a complex detailed
understanding of the issue’ (Creswell, 2007: 489,researcher seeks detailed views
directly from informants and takes account of thatext in which they operate. A
guantitative approach would not be suitable for whenvisaged as a study of a complex
web of events taking place over time and invohangultitude of human interactions and
relationships which would include investigatiorvdiy people behaved as they did in

given circumstances.

The growth of qualitative research over the pasgedrs means that in selecting an
approach to their study, researchers now facer@aerassment of choices’ (Denzin and
Lincoln, 2000: 18). Many scholars have pointedtbetincreasing types of study and the
lack of consistency in the terminology used to dbschem. Examination of a number of
qualitative approaches, including five of the mashmonly used methodologies
associated with qualitative methods of researchnasysed by Creswell (20375howed
that my study did not fit comfortably into thesee@pted approaches. In order to help
explain my research approach, therefore, | turnadreswell’s identification of a number
of characteristics commonly shared by qualitativeli®s. These include interviews to
discover ‘the meaning individuals or groups asctta social or human problem’
(Creswell, 2007: 37). Researchers will then anallgeedata inductively to identify patterns
and themes from the ‘bottom up’ (Creswell, 2007 i28her than imposing pre-conceived
theories held by the researcher. In this type sdéaech, the researcher is both the key actor
in data collection (e.g. carrying out interviewslamnalysing commentaries) and the

interpreter of it. In Merriam’s words, (2009: 1hetpurpose of research is to ‘describe,

! Narrative Research; Phenomenology; Grounded Th&byography; Case Study.
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understand, interpret’. In this way, by identifyimyltiple perspectives, the researcher will

be able to create a ‘complex description and im&gbion of the problem’ (Creswell,
2007: 39). This interpretive approach seemed tecouportant aspects of the approach |
intended to take and | decided to adopt Merrianmgpke definition of ‘a basic qualitative
study’ which ‘has as its goal understanding howpbemake sense of their experiences’
(Merriam (2009: 23).

2.1.2 Constructivism

An extension of this interpretive approach withatephasis on multiple perspectives is the
underlying assumption that ‘reality is socially stmcted, that is there is no single,
observable reality. Rather there are multiple tiesli or interpretations of a single event.
Researchers do not find knowledge, they consttu@¢erriam, 2009: 9-10). Or, as Crotty
put it, ‘meaning does not inhere in the object, ehewaiting for someone to come upon
it... meanings are constructed by human beings gseihgage with the world they are
interpreting’ (Crotty, 1998: 42-43). Such meaniags often formed through interaction
with others through a process described as ‘soomdtructivism’ (Creswell 2007). A
passage by Guba and Lincoko(rth Generation Evaluatiqri989: 8) related to

evaluation researafeatly describes this approach which | have takenyi thesis:

‘Evaluation outcomes are not descriptions of thaywhings really are’ or
‘really work’, or of some ‘true state of affairgytonstead represent meaningful
constructions that individual actors or groupsabes form to ‘make sense’ of
the situations in which they find themselves. Tindihgs are not ‘facts’ in
some ultimate sense but are, instead, liteaiatedthrough an interactive
process andhcludesthe evaluator ... as well as the many stakeholdénghat
emerges from this process is one or numestructionghat are the realities of
the case.’

As Cohen, Manion and Morrison observed (2007: Témmparison between multiple
perspectives of one phenomenon can help ‘to mapooeplain more fully, the richness
and complexity of human behaviour by studyinganirmore than one standpoint’. This
provides a kind of ‘triangulation’ to help the raseher to confirm the validity of the views
expressed and to judge how prevalent they migim bewider context. Creswell (2007:
35) writes of qualitative research as ‘an intridatgric composed of minute threads, many
colors, different textures, and various blends afanal’ while Richardson (2000) uses the
comparison with the different facets of a crys&dhup to the light. In a parallel metaphor,
| have thought of this constructivist approachesembling a Cubist painting in which
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small sections representing the subject from diffeangles are combined into a whole.

This concurs exactly with what | am trying to donry study.

2.1.3 The position of the academic researcher

An important epistemological consideration in iptetive research is to work out the
relationship between the researcher and the t@ingbresearched. In this kind of study,
the process of discovering multiple realities mei#uas ‘researchers try to get as close as
possible to the participants being studied’ (Crds\20807: 18). In short, researchers
become ‘insiders’, whose main aim is to understaedsubject ‘from the participants’

perspectives, not the researcher’s’ (Merriam, 2Q09:

There are a number of possible drawbacks for acedamassuming this role in research,
primarily the risk to critical objectivity if ‘th@bserver is inside the experiment’ (Ball and
Eggins, 1989: 2). Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2Q®): point out that a researcher
adopting this interpretivist stance is ‘rejectihg tviewpoint of the detached, objective
observer — a mandatory feature of traditional neteaOn the other hand, there are
definite arguments in favour of ‘an insider’s viewi the introduction to his
comprehensive history of quality assurance in higlgeication, Brown (2004: 4-5) pointed
out that his experience of multiple roles withirstharrative gave him a unique
understanding of the events. He guarded againsa@e of bias by placing his account of
the development of quality assuramgéhin the wider context of public regulation anda
freely acknowledged instances where he judgedhiBadwn presentatioof events might

be ‘particularly limited, or partial’ Affirming the value ofan insider’s accounthe
emphasised that ‘just because the author was iadatvthese events they can be
described with a precision, and a flavour, thataty be difficult for outsiders to

understand or convey'.

Morley (2003: vii) explained a different motive fmvolving herself in research on quality
assurance: self-preservation. Finding herself cdieghas an academic manager to operate
within the regulatory frameworks of quality assuwr@amo which she was fundamentally
opposed, she found it helpful to make quality amsce'an object of inquiry’. Bythus
converting her negative experiences of qualitymés ‘into data for policy analysis’ she

was able to mitigate the strains of having to ofgeiiaside and outside the discourse’.
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As Merriam (2009: 15) pointed out, in this kindioterpretive study, ‘the researcher is in

the powerful position of being the primary instrurhéor data collection and analysis’ and
also the medium for interpretation of the findingkere is therefore always a potential for
lack of objectivity through the imposition of thesearcher’s own point of view.
Attempting to strike a balance in this dilemmaghcluded that it is sensible for
researchers to accept Ahern’s view (1999: 121)‘tbtl objectivity is neither achievable
nor necessarily desirable in qualitative reseaitis. therefore sensible and legitimate for
researchers to make use of the advantages of irestdess provided that they are fully
aware of these risks and make every effort to redh@s. This conclusion underpinned the

way in which | reflected on and managed my owngmes in the study.

2.1.4 Where did | come in?

As the background to this study described in chiapteade clear, there was no doubt that
| was in a sense an ‘insider’. The origins of thelg were based on my own experience of
being closely involved in the implementation of lijfiyaassurance in a university
department in the early 1990s. In this respedtddithe statement by Denzin and Lincoln
(2005: 3) that ‘qualitative research is a situaetivity that locates the observer in the
world’. Thiswasmy world in the 1990s and | wanted to know what happened next.

The research questions in the current study comtnguest begun at that time so | was not
starting from scratch. Nor was | impartial as | lsé@ady become aware of some of the
negative reactions to quality assurance withinseetor, particularly in the context of open

continuing education in which | worked.

Recognising my potential as a data source in thestedy, | was interested in an article
by Margaret Harris (2001) about the place of seleisearch which expresses her growing
confidence that reflections on her own experiermoesd enrich her research. | recognised
that in addition to my university experience, supsnt work at senior level in public
organisations had given me an understanding olvtrkings of government policy in

other sectors during the period in question. Whniebackground in the humanities would
not necessarily equip me to enter the field ofdmsand social science, Creswell’s
comment (2007: 248) on the qualitative researchiet&sas ‘an interpreter of the data’, and
‘the importance of language and discourse in catalg research’ encouraged me to reflect
on what my own academic training in languages @arhture could add to the
interpretation of history. | realised that my irgstin language would equip me to analyse

official documents and help me to tune in to thenyneonflicting arguments in the quality
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debate. Experience in literary analysis might telentify the many complex

relationships revealed in the contemporary liteaind understand how individual
personalities can influence policy and the traiewdnts. | would also enjoy using
guotations from contemporary literature to bring thesis alivand lend authenticity to

the narrative. At the same time, however, | receguhithe need to guard against a possible
tendency to write about history as ‘lit. crit.” isging on story-telling rather than analysis

and giving too much weight to the psychology of ithain players.

Creswell (2007: 43) emphasised that in interpregjvalitative research, conclusions would
be ‘partly based on participants’ perspectives@artly based on our own interpretation,
never clearly escaping our own personal stampsindy. In keeping with Harris’s view
(2001: 748) that ‘self is a key element in any pie€social research, irrespective of
whether it is explicitly acknowledged’, the impdssty of being totally objective means
that researchers must make conscious efforts tagudé their own values, assumptions
and personal issues while gathering and analybieig data and reporting their findings.
This process known as ‘bracketing’ (Ahern, 19997 )4€xlls for a high degree of self-
reflection throughout the research process.

Although the decade-long gap following a differeateer path meant that | was no longer
personally connected with the field of quality assce, it was nevertheless important to
introduce some specific safeguards. In analysieg/érying definitions of ‘quality’ in
relation to higher education at the end of thigptéig | have declared my own educational
standpoint and how this dovetails with one particalpproach. | also avoided some
unequivocal opinions expressed in my previous dizsen and used the third person for
reporting, | interviewed key senior individuals vdirect personal experience of quality
assurance and reported their range of opiniongatallel, | used contemporary literature
as far as possible to provide confirmation or egpraternative views as the quality debate
developed. In addition | tried to avoid being oudluenced by interviewee opinions and
literary sources which confirmed my own views. Megyious dual position as an academic
teaching in a department where quality assuransebemg imposed and as the quality
assurance officer with responsibility for implemagtit assisted objectivity: | could
understand and empathise with a range of persgsaotihile not espousing any of them. |
prioritised historical accuracy, tracing eventotigh documentary evidence to provide a
solid chronological framework for the study as biasis for interpretation, while
information from many individuals fed into a compeicture in keeping with my chosen

constructivist approach. My intention was to untird and present the views of others in
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the course of the thesis rather than my own umtilend when | attempted to reach some

verdicts.

2.2 Methodology

2.2.1 An eclectic approach

To clarify the differences between ‘method’ and theelology’, | have adopted the
following definitions:

‘The term method can be understood to relate allyi to the tools of data
collection or analysis: techniques such as quesdimes and interviews.
Methodology has a more philosophical meaning, ally refers to the
approach or paradigm that underpins the research.’

(Blaxter, Hughes and Tight, 2010: 59).

In designing a study to achieve my interpretivelg@athin a chronological framework, |
recognised a number of challenges: how to proddaetaal history of quality assurance in
addition to seeking the views of participants alibetr differing experiences, and then
carrying out an inductive analysis of a large amiaimata from different sources to reach
the desired level of understanding. In short, noggtwas about the sequence of events,
which required a timeline, but also about peopdedifferent approaches would be

required to investigate different research question

| looked to the example of Kogan and Hanney (2@@):in their comprehensive analysis

of the relationship between higher education aedsthte, who chose to adopt a position of
‘eclecticism’ which allowed them to consider othggrspectives’ rather than being
constrained by a single theoretical framework &irtstudy. | felt that this more eclectic
approach to methodology was in keeping with thestromstivist framework and would
appropriately represent the complexity of the higkgucation environment which | was
endeavouring to analyse. The word ‘bricolage’ hesnbcoined to define the adoption of
‘multiple methodologies’ now becoming more frequengualitative research (Denzin and
Lincoln, 198: 3). To enable me to write a factuatdry and also to represent the views of
participants | felt there were advantages to mglysheing informed by a number of varied

approaches.
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2.2.2 Handling history: a chronological framework
2.2.2.1 What happened when?

I was well aware of the task | was undertakingtterapting to trace the history of quality
assurance, particularly as it meant venturing theocomplex area of higher education
during a very turbulent period. As Ball and Eggatsquently warned:

‘The pattern of events is difficult to discern sktirians compete to
construct plausible accounts of the past. The pteséoo close to us to be
seen clearly. The future is unknown, and largelynanvable. If mere
description is difficult, explanation is even mae And this is especially true
in the realm of education in the United Kingdom aendthere is no easy
consensus about its purpose, nature and valudl.gBa Eggins, 1989:1.)

Writing about politics was another risky area: desghe availability of parliamentary
archives, political memoirs and press coverage madithe material was too superficial
and partisan to provide a basis for a balanced @@ewkins, 1995). And quality assurance
itself was an elusive topic to pursue. Nevertheiiesss essential for this study to be able
to answer the question ‘what happened when?’. ahlg part of my work was therefore
devoted to examining historical accounts of theceasive governments from the 1980s
into the 2% century and extensive investigation of documensaryrces of that period.
This enabled me to establish a timeline for thg&&rs from 1985-2005 and to start
building an understanding of the complex structafegovernment and higher education
institutions, the many ‘stakeholders’ involved dhd relationships between them. For ease
of reference by the reader | constructed a chadrporating dates, events, policy
developments and individuals which appears as Tafilehus strengthening the
chronological framework of the thesis. | later fduhat Malcolm Tight (2009) had
adopted a similar approach by setting out detddetlial information in a number of tables

to underpin his history of the development of higbgucation in the UK since 1945.

In due course, | had to determine an endpoint.diigation of the origins of quality
assurance in the mid-80s was essential to my staodyt soon became apparent that |
could not cover the period from then up to the @nésvithin the limits of a PhD thesis. |
therefore decided to use key legislation to setiftermining dates, starting with the
Conservative Green Paper of 1985 and ending with.#fibour Government’s White Paper
of 2003 and subsequent Higher Education Act of 2004ome ways this arbitrary cut-off

point was unsatisfactory but these 20 years dieicthe major developments in the history
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of quality assurance and the period since therbbas less subject to reform. As a way of

bringing the study up to date | have added a sflbgue which briefly details the main

changes in quality assurance during the past decade

2.2.2.2 Fact or fiction?

A potential problem in writing history within anterpretive framework of this kind is that
‘interpretation’ may stray beyond the boundariesepiorting into fiction. Awareness that
‘historiography’ is defined b hambers 20th Century Dictiongr§983, as ‘thart or
employment of writing history’ alerted me to theeddo ground this study as far as
possible in fact (the chronological framework) gmdduce evidence to support claims
being made. | have found myself using the wordsratave’ or even ‘story’ or ‘drama’ to
describe this account of the complex and turbuequence of events in the history of
guality assurance. While a ‘narrative’ can be gpsaic discourse’ (as distinct from
poetry), ‘in a story, events and actions are draygether into an organized whole by
means of a plot’ (Polkinghorne, 1995: 7). The idéa ‘plot’ implies causal linking of a
series of events leading to a dénouement and aféepn with writing recent history is
that the end is not known. There is a risk thas@néing history in this way, particularly
incorporating original quotations verbatim, mayuleg story-telling rather than analysis.
This caveat also applies to the metaphorical ptasen of the events surrounding quality
assurance as a ‘drama’ which could lead to overkasip on the psychology of the main
‘players’. Imaginative presentation of interpretresearch can produce interesting
insights, but as a quotation from Walter Benjamarns in the opening line of Rachel
Lichtensteins’€On Brick Lang2008: 1) ‘the Past being over and done with nalg forey

to our invention’.

2.2.2.3 A composite picture

Identification of the very complex structures asthtionships involved in higher education
during the period under investigation made me sedhat answers to my research
questions could only be discovered (if at all) tig trying to understand the many
different and often conflicting views and interestshe individuals and groups affected by
quality assurance. Accessing their opinions abweitifferent phases of quality assurance
through contemporary literature and interviewing iteéluential individuals with different

roles in the narrative allowed me to constructciype of what was happening in the many
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different scenarios where quality assurance wasghaeiroduced and thus to gain an

overall understanding of its origins and impact.

Despite the above caveats, therefore, gatherirsgtherceptions to enrich this study has
enabled me to surmount a further hurdle of hisébnesearch, ‘the inevitable problem of
understanding the text within the belief systentheftime — the attempt to enter
imaginatively into the mindset of people and ingidns in a very different era and
situation’ (Pring 2000: 43)lhis presentation of multiple perspectives is appate for the
complexity of quality assurance, as attested by&a(1992: 5) who pointed out the
multiplicity of attitudes to quality which were baming apparent: the state promoting
performance indicators to assess quality; the awadeorld favouring traditional methods
of peer-review; and a market-led system generatmgumer-oriented approaches. In this
way, he detected ‘less a debate about qualityetbes, than a babel of voices, their
different messages reflecting alternative staniamts and conceptions of higher

education itself’.

An interesting endorsement of the technique of aomg factual investigation and
participants’ commentary appears in a review@amond Streef2012) by Rachel
Lichtenstein which successfully introduces intenwimaterial to inform and enliven

rigorous historical research:

‘Lichtenstein’s methodology is to alternate contemgpy oral history of the
street through a series of interviews with its présand past workers,
with her own dogged investigations into the archjyeaps, charts and
underground caverns of the sewer systems.’

(Linda GrantThe Times Saturday Reviel® May 2012.)
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2.3 Research methods

2.3.1 Research plan

This section explains how the methodology describdbe previous section has in turn
informed a range of methods of data collection amalysis. As a way of clarifying my
thinking, | drew up the following plan showing th&in areas | would need to investigate
in order to answer the research questions and aatatsources would be likely to provide
the necessary information. The plan makes cledyith&eeping with Punch’s
classification, my thesis would be bothdescriptivé and an éxplanatory study, in other
words aiming to answer questions about what hapdng also about ‘why’ and ‘how’,
(Punch, 2006: 35).



Table 2.1: Research Plan

Research Aspect to Data sources

questions investigate

What happened HISTORY Official documents:

when? Aim: White Papers; Legislation
Establish a Reports from archives

chronological
framework for the
study

Hansard; Funding Councils; HEQC
QAA; CVCP etc.

Literature:

Press coverage; historical accounts
policy studies

Interviews:

Information about phasing of QA

How far was the
introduction of QA
linked to
government policy?

POLICY

Aim:

Understand the
government’s
motivation for
introducing HE reformg
and how they were
modified over time

Legislative process;

White papers; Acts of Parliament
Guidance and consultation:

Funding Councils and universities
Public dialogue:

Speeches; Correspondence; Minutes
Literature:

Contemporary accounts
Retrospective studies of HE policy
Interviews: questions 1 and 2

How appropriate
was QA as an
instrument for
assessing quality in
education?

How did the HE
sector react?

QA THEORY and
PRACTICE

Aim:

Trace the successive
phases of QA.
Investigate its ‘results’
and the reactions of
academics

Official documents:

Government statements of purposes
QA; guidance from agencies to HE
sector; results of consultation with HE
sector;

Literature:

Studies of development of Pls to
measure quality;

HEQC material on QA in practice;
Contemporary arguments in the
‘quality debate’;

Interviews: questions 3 and 4

What changes took
place as a result of
the implementation
of QA?

IMPACTS OF QA
Aim:

Identify the specific
impacts and overall
benefits and
disadvantages that
resulted from the
implementation of QA

Evaluations of QA:

Internal and external

Literature:

Ongoing debates about successive
phases of QA

Commentaries on specific issues (e.g.

impacts on students and staff)
Interviews: questions 5, 6, 7 and 8
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2.3.2 Data collection

2.3.2.1 Official documents

Official contemporary documents are an essentialgty source in a historical study such
as this to establish chronology and provide knogaedf policy and legislation. The
political significance of quality assurance meduatt there was no shortage of this material
S0 ‘mining data from documents’ (Merriam, 2009: 1B8Bcame a key research activity.
This study has relied on detailed study of Whitpd?a and legislation from 1985-2004 to

provide a chronological framework for the thesis.

The majority of the official documents | used wakilable on-line, including all White
Papers, Acts of Parliament and Hansard recordselss the Higher Education Funding
Council for England (HEFCE) and Quality AssuranQAA) archives and a wealth of
material relating to quality assurance in univesitMaterial produced by the HEQC until
its demise in 1997 remains in hard copy in the ©rsity of Glasgow Library. | also
sought statistical information from the Higher Editien Statistics Agency (HESA) about

staff and student numbers and funding to informcthrgext.

Useful documentary material from other sources,achives of the Committee of Vice-
Chancellors and Principals (CVCP), appeared irkbom the history of higher education
policy, e.g. Pollitt (1993), Kogan and Hanney (20dght (2009), Shattock (2012) and in
Roger Brown’s detailed history of UK quality assura (2004). Reference to this data

gleaned from the literature is made with acknowésdgnt.

To provide easy access to these documents | cap@diled them in date order according
to origin (e.g. legislation; HEFCE; QAA etc.). Setied statistics as well as extracts from a
number of key policy documents about quality agsteare included in chapter 3 for ease

of reference.

2.3.2.2 Literature

A vivid phrase quoted by Merriam (2009: 150) refiera reader standing among the
library shelves ‘metaphorically surrounded by veibegging to be heard’ (Glaser and

Strauss, 1967). This conveys the feeling of a rekea embarking on a new project and
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faced with a bewildering multiplicity of sourcesoWever, | was not setting out on an

entirely new path at the start of this study: martahg point was my previous knowledge
of the literature of the late 1980s and early 198B&h had fed into my earlier
dissertation. Because | was pursuing questionsdmas raised in previous research, | did
not need to undertake a full-scale literature dearorder to familiarise myself with the
topic. Instead, | reacquainted myself with matethiat had fed into my earlier thinking and

pursued directions that led on from there.

One aspect of the ‘quality industry’ during the @8%@lescribed in chapter 6 had been the
growing interest by academics in researching diffeaspects of teaching quality and
quality assurance in higher education, as evidebgdtle series of books published by the
Society for Research into Higher Education (SRHt) the Open University Press from
the 1980s onwards. Though acknowledging that thel &f interest in quality assurance
may have peaked now that it is thoroughly embead#dn university systems, Tight
(2012: 104) still includes research into the themrpractice of ‘quality’ as one of the eight
key themes for his study of current research ingbdr education. There was plenty of
literature for me to explore. Further evidenceaftinuing academic interest in the topic
were the two journal®Quality Assurance in Educatipfounded in 1993, anQuality in
Higher Educationfounded in 1995 as a ‘vehicle’ for research imtgher education both

in the UK and internationally (Harvey, 1995: 5).dking back twenty years later, he wrote
in an editorial that the journal has provided aiforfor discussion of quality as it
happened’ Quality in Higher Education(2010: 4). The first issue of this journal also
produced a helpful annotated bibliography of pwdilans related to quality.

In investigating the early background to qualitgwsince, | benefited from a rich seam of
literature by authors such as Reeves (1988), B€d980), Halsey (1992) and Russell
(1993) who described the growing unease durind #89s as the cold wind of impending
change threatened the academic world. The eaghatiire on quality assurance was
largely pre-occupied with definitions of qualityycadebates about the appropriateness of
guality assurance as a way of regulating highecaiiion. Many academics voiced protests
against the methodology, bureaucratic overloadcasts (Griffith, 1989, Trow, 1994,
Alderman, 1996)Constant changes in the systems and practicesatifygassurance
meant that the topic remained controversial andmadi¢he literature, fomented by the
press, generated more heat than light. Initiaeaech tended to focus on policy and top
level relationships between government, qualityessce agencies and the universities

rather than the grassroots experience of acadéicgan and Hanney, 2000, Brown,
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2004).By the early 2000s, however, researchers were begro identify its impacts,

positive and negative, on the quality of teaching an staff and students (Henkel, 2000,
Trowler, 2002, Ball, 2003, Morley, 2003).

Quality assurance also featured in more geneeabitiire about higher education policy,
the development of universities and the qualitjeaiching, and was cited as an example of
the increasing political demands for accountabitlitypughout the public sector (Pollitt,
1993, Power, 1994 and 1997, Shattock, 2012). litiaddt featured in accounts of the
changing role of students within the higher edwratharket (J. Williams, 2013). Political
histories, biographies and autobiographies alsd Bylet on the events of the time

(Jenkins, 1995, Campbell, 2003, Thatcher, 1993 Bdad, 1993) and | used contemporary
press reports, particularly tiémes Higher Education Supplement (THE®) give a

sense of immediacy to the narrative.

Sources in all these categories contributed toesgarch, whether as single articles on a
specific topic or as more substantive studies. Masgarchers active in the field of quality
assurance over a prolonged period became constarmtes of reference, almost assuming
the identity of old friends. For practical purposésitially stored notes and copies from
the literature alphabetically by author and therveabthe material into folders chapter by

chapter as the major themes emerged and the thekishape.

2.3.2.3 Semi-structured interviews

The third source of information essential to mydgtwas a series of ten semi-structured
interviews with key individuals who had lived thgiuthe period in question and were able
to report on their experience in their own wordsisTapproach was intended to allow me
to build up a composite picture of what happenedifierent scenarios where quality
assurance was being introduced and thus to gawenall understanding of its origins and
impact. Drever (1995: 13) highlighted the charastes of semi-structured interviews that
appeared to suit my purpose: the questions ateysée interviewer who has flexibility to
adapt them according to the circumstances, and the¢he option to use ‘prompts’ and
‘probes’ to expand the scope or explore the ansimetspth. In turn, the interviewee has
freedom to concentrate on certain questions adittate the length and range of the

answers. Becher (1989: 174) likened semi-structuntedviews to ‘a detective

2 Re-named a$imes Higher Educatioim 2008.
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investigation’ which needed to be long enough taldsh a strong enough ‘degree of

rapport’ and trust to allow discussion of complexl @ensitive issues. In the light of a
distinction made by Maxwell (1996) and referredyoPunch (2006) | realised that while
my research questions had identified the broacgsswanted to understand, the interview
guestions should be focused at a more specifi¢ dsvpart of the process of collecting the

data required to contribute to that understanding.

2.3.2.4 A ‘purposeful’ sample

Having formulated my questions | approached a nurabmdividuals who had occupied
senior positions in academia, politics, the cieivice and the quality assurance agencies
and who would be qualified to give the kind of iepth answers | was seeking. Ten
individuals accepted my invitation, thus becomirguposeful sample’ (Creswell, 2007:
125). All of them had operated at a senior levelnynin a number of organisations in both
England and Scotland during the period of my stldyugh they had retired from these
positions, most had retained some connectionstivgtworld of higher education and/or
guality assurance. Their range of experience igsamsed in Table 2.2. They had all
occupied more than one role during their careethsdotals add up to more than ten.
They had held positions in either teaching or manant (or both) in a total of 12
universities, 8 in England and 4 in Scotland. @ty 6 were pre-92 and 6 were post-92
institutions. Among the teachers, 4 were professen®se subjects included higher
education policy and teaching and learning. In tholdi they had a remarkable range of
experience of quality assurance, either as impléangor on the receiving end in the
universities and several had written or lecturedely on the subject. One notable point
illustrated by this group of interviewees was tti@spite the great complexity of the higher
education sector individuals involved in qualitgasance in fact inhabited quite a small
world, often moving from one section of the ‘indysto another, either as their own

careers developed or as structures and organisatidhe sector changed.

Five of the interviewees had been personally kntoswme at some time in the past. Of the
ten, only one was female which might be viewed vodaably by modern standards of
gender balance. The explanation is that at the itinggiestion, the number of women in the
kind of positions whose views | was keen to expleas extremely small. A corresponding
imbalance is apparent in the list of 90 eminerdrwviewees who participated in a major
study of higher education policy (Kogan and Han&)0) among whom only 5 were

women.
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Table 2.2: Interviewees’ experience

Academics 7 England and Scotland

Professors 4 Subjects including HE policy, teaching and learning
Heads of universities 74 pre-92; 3 post-92

University administrators B

University court lay members 2

Funding Councils (HEFCE and SHEFC2 | CE; Chair; Assessment Committee Chair
HEQC 3| CE; Senior Managers

QAA 2 | CE; Scottish Director

Senior civil servants 2

Industrialist 1| CE

Politician 1| HE Minister

FE sector 1 CE

2.3.2.5 Pilot interview

In preparation for this exercise | undertook atpsemi-structured interview lasting about
an hour with an academic at Glasgow Universityest whether the questions | had drafted
were clear and would elicit his views on the topiesshed to investigate. The main
emphasis was on his memories of the introductiogquafity assurance and the impacts he
thought it had had on the quality of teaching. While questions served adequately as the
basis for an interview, | learnt that they were ta@orowly focused to take in some areas on
which | hoped he would comment, particularly théitpal origins of quality assurance. |
therefore increased both the number and scopesdajubstions to make it much clearer to
the interviewee which areas | was hoping to exploa¢éso learned that in places | had
talked too much so the conversation became moeealiéliscussion than an interview. This

was a useful lesson in preparation for the maireseaf interviews.

2.3.2.6 The interviews

The initial approach to the interviewees consisted letter of invitation (see Appendix 1)
personalised to reflect their particular experiemoglaining the purpose of my study and
inviting their participation in semi-structured émviews which would give them some
control over the scope and content. | carried g face-to-face interviews and one by
telephone between January and December 2011 ingsethosen by the interviewees.
Apart from the shorter telephone interview, thesiein length between one and two-
and-a-half hours. A statement explaining the pugo®l scope of the interview and
seeking permission for digital recording was sarddvance to each interviewee. Section
2.6 below explains the issues of consent, anonyamtyattribution which were further
clarified at the start of each interview through #igning of a consent form.
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The interviews were based around a series of 8-epdad questions developed from

issues that had arisen in my original investigatibthe topic and refined in the light of
further reading. (See Appendix 2). The interviewestules contained a number of prompts
in case answers were not forthcoming but in theetrey were rarely needed. Though |
had not sent the questions in advance in casenilist inhibit spontaneity, several of the
interviewees had anticipated topics they thougiptartant to address. | encouraged them
to talk about different aspects in which they hadrbpersonally involved and their
answers provided a great deal of very rich datdef@int interviewees were more or less
interested in different questions according tortbein experience and they were free to

steer the interviews in different directions.

| reviewed the appropriateness of the questiors afich interview to check whether
amendment might be needed but because of theirrogiare they all proved fit for
purpose and remained unchanged. | opted to deghsdriptions myself: though
laborious, this process gave me in-depth familiawith the content which contributed to
my own critical reflection and proved invaluable the analysis. The transcripts were
augmented by brief handwritten notes taken dulregrnterviews on issues that had
strayed beyond the scope of the questions. Thesieteees’ words appear in italics in the
thesis to differentiate them from the main text.iAlerviewees are referred to in the text
by a number, for example (I: 1), and those who lgaven consent to be named or given a

professional designation are identified as appab@ri

2.3.2.7 Informal contacts and discussions

Throughout the period of my research there wereyne@portunities for informal
discussion with a large number of people involveith \guality assurance at various times
and in various capacities who expressed an intaresy research and were willing to
share their experiences. A meeting with membeteettudent Representative Council in
Glasgow University who were officially involved quality assurance processes was
particularly valuable. | also benefited greatlynfrattendance at classes and departmental
research seminars where the opportunity to distyssesearch with colleagues invariably
yielded valuable insights. Attendance at confersraza seminars given by visiting

speakers was another source of useful information.
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2.4 Research methods: data analysis

The data analysis was an ongoing process whichptame simultaneously with data
collection. It included identifying emerging themesmparing different accounts to
recognise common or conflicting points and subjerthe ideas to my own critical

reflection to develop my thinking.
2.4.1 Document analysis

Documentary sources provided historical backgrcamdiinformed the chronological
narrative, but they also provided many other kiotimsights. As Crotty (1998: 91)
observed when discussing the interpretation of ohesmnis,

‘Hermeneutics obviously grounds the meaning ofg¢@ximore than their
sheerly semantic significance. Account tends ttaken, for example, of
features such as the intentions and historiestbbas, the relationship between
author and interpreter or the particular relevaocaexts for readers.’

| regularly found it useful to start with or revéatofficial documents as a basis for
understanding particular issues such as the intepdgposes of legislation, changes in
policy and the aims of a particular piece of gumarHansard records gave blow by blow
accounts of arguments in the quality debate; gueairculars, consultation documents
and reports from the Funding Councils, the HEQCthrdQAA revealed the intentions
behind quality assurance and its changes over timeersity guidance and pro formas
illustrated the systems in action; quality auddl @ssessment reports exemplified its

outputs; and internal and external evaluationstified its impacts.

A wide range of archival material from differenganisations offered insights on
motivations, reactions and relationships while aéirb reports of speeches and
correspondence revealed the authentic flavoureofjthality debates. In addition, press
coverage recorded the many controversies provokepiality assurance. This use of
contemporary documents lends a particular dimensiohis kind of study since they are
‘a product of the context in which they were proeldiand therefore grounded in the real
world’ (Merriam, 2009: 156).
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2.4.2 Use of literature

My use of the literature contributed to the studyarious ways. Because contemporary
commentators provided an important ongoing comnmgrmta the implementation and
impacts of quality assurance, | decided, like Desn(2000), to integrate their ideas and
arguments at appropriate points throughout thaghlather than focusing on them in a
separate literature review. | have tried to retefaa as possible to contemporary literature
when describing particular stages in the chrongcklgiarrative to give the feeling of how

thinking developed.

| have used quotations extensively to give a sefikéestory and authenticity to the
narrative and illustrate varied perspectives. Tédak of intermingling verbatim material
from the interviews with quotations from contempgrauthors allowed the many players
who took part in these events to express theiegdfit perspectives in their own words.

2.4.3 Interview data: coding and themes

As expected, the interviewees’ interpretationshef‘facts’ were a combination of their
individual memories of events and reflections awae. My previous thinking and the
process of transcription had enabled me to startifying emerging themes. | then coded
the large amount of interview data using NVivo sa@ite to facilitate sorting and
subdividing it under a number of headings. As altax this process, nine major themes
emerged which then became headings under whistetlia large number of sub-themes
and lesser categories. The resulting ‘coding @mppears as Appendix 3. The information
included factual material about events, organigatind individuals, discussion of issues
arising from the interview topics and personal \sesentributed by individual
interviewees, all of which contributed valuable dimsions to the narrative. The next stage
was a process of synthesis, identifying pattermsdatiding how these could be related
back to the original research questions. In thig,itze major themes for further analysis

were identified and the thesis began to take shape.

| compiled a matrix of ‘headline’ answers to theemiew questions which enabled high
level comparison of the individuals’ views. Colargeing of related comments allowed
some identification of prevailing opinions thoudpe tsmall sample size and varied
experiences of the interviewees rarely producedinmgy, which was of course the
expected outcome of an approach underpinned bystroativist framework. On the other
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hand with most of the questions there was a degfragreement among at least some of

the interviewees which enabled comparison anddtikation. It was also important to
capture points that might be surprising: indeedesofrthe most interesting insights were

the views of single individuals rather than thdsa tvere shared among interviewees.

The recorded interview material enriched the sindy number of ways. Interviewees’
memories of dates helped to distinguish the diffeplhases of quality assurance while the
accounts of their lived experience lent colourhi® narrative. They could often explain
why and how things happened and contributed tonstaleding of conflicts and tensions.
Sometimes they could provide information about peadities on the quality assurance
scene and they offered their own verdicts on ifgaiats based on long experience. It is
important to make clear that these verbatim qumtatare expressions of the interviewees’
own opinions and should be interpreted as sucleralian as indicators of my views as

researcher.

2.5 A flexible structure

A characteristic of qualitative research is unpeability and the impossibility of

following a pre-determined plan (Creswell, 2007 rN&an, 2009). This means that the
research design needs to be ‘emergent and fleXidierriam (2009: 16) and subject to
change if necessary. Research on quality assuvatitéhe many vacillations in
government policy, uncertainty of definitions, p#w&es and unintended consequences
which became apparent during this study, aptlgdithis category. The chronological
framework provided the underlying structure in tielg the sequence of events. However,
the thesis did not follow a pre-determined plandeieloped organically with different
themes becoming prominent as the research progreBse individual chapters were
planned in detail through an iterative process amng and combining separate pieces of

information from multiple sources to create theiges'composite picture’.

In the preface to the first edition Atademic Tribes and Territori€4989) Becher
described a similar process as he adapted thenafigian of his book in the light of data
collected. He discovered that data previously gathat first hand from his interviews
with academics was not sufficient to give due wetghrecurrent and apparently
significant themes’ which had subsequently eme(ged¢her, 1989: x). He therefore had
to turn to other written sources to do justice idrguments which resulted in the use of

predominantly interview material in certain chaptand relevant research literature in
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others. This explanation reflects the process ptatbin my study and explains the

resulting shifts in balance between interview matemd literary sources in different

chapters.

One challenge as the project grew was deciding whiaave out, which led to a
significant decision that it would not be possitdeagive full coverage to the history of
quality assurance in Scotland. Comments on tHg st@ges when events in Scotland
paralleled those in the rest of the UK are incluctethe narrative, but brief notes on the
different course followed after 2002 when Scotlartbduced a different process of
external review are included in Appendix 4. Sintjlathe parallel developments of quality

assurance in other parts of the world are only maeat in passing.

2.6 Ethical considerations

This research project was granted ethical approy#he University of Glasgow College
of Social Sciences and was carried out in accomlanit the university’s regulatory ethics
procedure. | carried out the research independantiyno funding was received from any

other sources.

Considerations mainly related to issues of conserdnymity and attribution. It was
emphasised that the interviewees’ participation vadsntary and they were free to
withdraw at any time. They had the option of rermajranonymous in the study or being
named or identified by a professional title. Thenscripts were sent to the interviewees for
accuracy checking and at this stage each interégevas asked to identify any parts of the
transcript that must be removed, which parts (iticlg direct quotations) could be retained
anonymously and which parts (including direct gtiotes) could be retained and attributed
if the interviewee chose to be named. Becauseef $leniority and status | was not
anxious that there was a power imbalance betwesn #nd myself as researcher,
provided that | honoured these commitments. Orother hand, | felt it necessary to
explain to them that because of their high prafiléhe sector it was not realistic to

guarantee that they would not be identified by ezsd

2.7 Defining quality

Before embarking on a history of quality assurahees necessary to adopt a definition

of ‘quality’ and consider how it might be appliedthe context of higher education. From
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my prior research | understood that this was aghatopic which preoccupied the sector

throughout the 1990s and caused much of the sufi®unding the introduction and
operation of quality assurance. Clearly there waamformly accepted definition so

rather than repeat these debates | decided to Humfivefold categorisation of quality
formulated by Harvey and Green (1993) and furtlemetbped by Harvey and Knight
(1996). This framework, reproduced below, illustgathe widely differing concepts of
quality held by the many stakeholders in highercation and helps to explain some of the

consequent conflicts which feature in this naretiv

Table 2.3 Approaches to quality (Harvey and Knight,1996: 2)

1 Quality as exceptional
Traditional notion of quality
Excellence (exceeding high standards)
Checking standards

2 Quality as perfection or consistency
Zero defects
Quality culture

3 Quality as fitness for purpose
Fitness for purpose 1 — customer specibeati
Meeting requirements
Fitness for purpose 2 — mission
Quiality assurance
Customer satisfaction

4 Quality as value for money
Performance indicators
Customer charters

5 Quality as transformation
Enhancing the participant
Value added
Empowering the participant

Transforming Higher Educatio® Lee Harvey and Peter T. Knight, 1996.
Reproduced with the kind permission of Open UnityePress. All rights reserved.

Harvey and Knight (1996) explained these conceptsliows. As applied to higher
education, ‘exceptional’ quality implies somethigellent, exclusive and attaining very
high standards, by definition élitist, where aliledents achieve excellent results when
supported by generous resources. The concept bfygas ‘perfection or consistency’ is
borrowed from manufacturing processes where higttityiyproducts conform to a
prescribed specification and are judged by theratesef defects. This does not sit easily
with the idea of learning as an open-ended pro€ggality as ‘fitness for purpose’ again
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entails conforming to specification but in thiseassembles a consumerist relationship

where providers attempt to satisfy the demandswudtomers’, defined in higher education
as ‘students, employers, government, society’ (Eyaand Knight, 1996: 6). Equating
guality with ‘value for money’ applied the Consetiva government’'s demands for
efficiency and economy to higher education by idtrcing targets and performance
indicators and requiring universities to manageaaspon in student numbers with no
matching increase in funding, while yet avoidindegline in quality. Quality as
‘transformation’ contrasts with the previous apptoes by focusing on a process designed
to enhance and empower student participants, eagimg them to evaluate the education
they are receiving, giving them more control ovesit own education through an ‘active

process’ of teaching and learning (Harvey and Kni$yd96: 9).

Drennan (2000) pointed out that a range of appresti quality could co-exist in a single
institution including some imported from industrgattings such as Total Quality
Management (TQM). This led to the pursuit of oftemflicting aims and different
methods of measuring performance. Prioritising antability over improvement
encouraged bureaucratic quality monitoring processel a lack of motivation to develop
performance measures appropriate for of studemiteg(Harvey and Knight, 1996: 83).
The Teaching Quality Assessment systems (TQA) dloiced from 1995 onwards led to
numerical scoring and ranking which were greatbrsted by academics. The resulting
complexity of motivations and relationships posesllenges for the researcher. As Barnett
(1992: 3) had found in an early analysis, ‘the imm&etween trying to give a general
account of quality in higher education and acceptirat there are many definitions of
quality will run throughout this book’. In the samay, fundamental questions arise
throughout the present study about the appropeatear otherwise of these varying

concepts in relation to higher education.

2.8 A personal perspective

It is important at the start of this study to deelthat my adult education background and
experience of introducing quality assurance sysiemsa continuing education
department gave me a personal perspective on ragnastopic. While the department
acknowledged the need for ‘robust systems of coappeoval, external examination,
course monitoring and review’, | was also awar&ohcerns that some of the traditionally
held values of the adult education approach mighhbeatened by rigid assessment

frameworks and the limitations of over-prescriptigarning outcomes’ (Kuenssberg and
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Turner, 1999: 120). In thinking about criteria tprality assessment, therefore, members of

the department hoped to protect features that cteaised the kind of ‘quality as
transformation’ defined by Harvey and Knight in erdo achieve the ‘enhancement of the
student experience, empowering students as lifgllearners’ (Harvey and Knight,
1996:100) which has always been a fundamental gerpbadult learning. Sympathy with

this approach will inevitably colour my judgementghe end of the thesis.
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CHAPTER 3: FACTS AND FIGURES

3.1 Introduction

The statistical and factual material in this chaptevides background information in the

following categories:

« A chronological summary of events and policy depaients for the period 1985-
2004 and an outline of the history of quality aaswe during the four main phases

covered by this study. These provide an essentigitaral outline for the narrative.

» Higher education statistics showing the expansidokouniversities between 1963
and 2004, the growth in student and staff numbedstiae total income and
expenditure of HEIs. The graph in Figure 1 compénegise in student numbers

with the decline in funding per student.

* Important background information about the detionis, processes and costs of

quality assurance itself which will be referreditaing the study.

Rather than consigning this factual informatiomtoAppendix at the end, | decided to
present it early on in my narrative to give reageroverview of the historical context and
operational details of quality assurance to enh#meie understanding as the events
unfold. To remind them of where to locate the dethe tables shown in this chapter are

referred to at appropriate points in the text.



3.2 Chronology

Table 3.1: Summary of events and policy developments
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DATES Ministers Legislation/Events Qrganisations Rep orts Policy effects
1979-90 | Margaret Radical changes to
Thatcher higher education in
(PM) keeping with other
public sector reforms
1979-81 | Mark
Carlisle
(DES)
1980 Geoffrey Expenditure White UGC imposed a Severe cuts in
Howe Paper reduction in university sector
(Chancellor student funding — number of
of the numbers to student places
Exchequer) protect the unit reduced
of resource.
1981-86 | Keith
Joseph
1983 CVCP Reynolds Codes of Practice and
Academic Reports self-monitoring
Standards (86-89):
Group set up Academic
Standards
in
Universities
1985 CVCP Jarratt Changes to university
Committee Report: management aiming
reviewing Efficiency for increased
university Studies in efficiency
management Universities
1985 Green Paper: Promoting expansion
The development of of HE after 1981 cuts
HE into the 1990s while attempting to
address costs
1986-89 | Kenneth
Baker

1985/86 First Research Conducted by Purpose to determine
Assessment UGC allocation of research
Exercise (RAE) (next 2 RAEs funding to universities
conducted by according to ‘quality
UFC) ratings’
1987 White Paper: Fullest HE review
Higher Education: since Robbins.
Meeting the Government priority
Challenge to reform HE to meet
UK’s economic
needs. Proposals >
1988 Education Act.
1988 EDUCATION UGC abolished. Removed security of
REFORM ACT UFC and PCFC tenure for academics.

setup

Polys freed from LEA
control.
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DATES | Ministers Legislation/Events Qrganisations Rep orts Policy effects

1989 CVCP To scrutinise quality
Academic Audit control systems in
Unit set up, 1% universities
Director: Peter
Williams

1989-90 | John

MacGregor
1990-97 | John Major Major structural
PM reforms in 1992 HE
Reform Act. Binary
line abolished.
Funding Councils set
up.
1990-92 | Kenneth
Clarke
1990 Education (Student | Student Loans Starting to move
Loans) Act Co plc setup to burden of higher
provide loans to education costs on to
cover students
maintenance for
students
1991 White Paper: Moving on from
Higher Education: Meeting the
A New Framework Challenge. Aim for
30% of age group to
attend university by
2000. Announced
many reforms of 1992
act. Aiming for ‘cost
effective expansion’
via greater economy,
efficiency and
effectiveness.
1992 FURTHER & CNAA wound Major structural
HIGHER up. HEFCs + reforms abolishing
EDUCATION ACT FEFC set up ‘binary line’ between
(replacing UFC universities and
and PCFC). polythechnics.
Each Funding Funding Councils set
Council to have up.
Quality Ass’t Quality assurance
Unit. introduced.

1992 HEQC Continued audit of
incorporated to university quality
continue role of assurance systems in
Academic Audit new combined HE
Unit. Chair: sector
John Stoddart,

CE: Dr Malcolm

Frazer, (1992-

93)

Roger Brown,

1993-97
1992-94 | John Patten

(DfE)
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DATES | Ministers Legislation/Events  Qrganisations Rep orts Policy effects
1993 White Paper: Re government
Realising Our investment in
Potential science and
technology. Stressed
accountability to the
tax payer via
monitoring and
assessment
1994-97 | Gillian Combined functions
Shephard of HE quality audit
(DfE then and assessment
DfEE)
1995 Joint Planning Reported Recommended new
Group set up by | December Quality Assurance
CVCP and 1996 Agency
HEFCE. arrangements
Chair: Sir bringing together
William Kerr audit and
Fraser assessment
1996 National Committee | Chaired by Lord
of Inquiry into Dearing
Higher Education
set up
1997 HEQC
abolished. CE
Roger Brown
made
redundant.
New QAA
incorporated
1997 Tony Blair Emphasised priority
PM on ‘Education,
education and
education’
1997- David Desire for ‘lighter
2001 Blunkett touch’ in QA
(DfEE)
1997 Report from The Dearing Recommending
National Report: expansion of HE
Committee of Higher with increased
Inquiry into Education in | funding. Students to
Higher the Learning | bear part of cost of
Education Society HE. Teaching to
become more
professional. Nat.
Institute for Learning
and Teaching to be
set up.
QA to be simplified.
Objectives and
outcomes of HE to
be made clearer to
students and
employers
1997 Quality Reform of QA
Assurance systems and change
Agency took of culture at the QAA
over functions of
HEQC and
HEFCE. CE:

John Randall
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DATES | Ministers Legislation/Events  Qrganisations Rep  orts Policy effects
1998 TEACHING & Scheme for student
HIGHER fees of £1,000 per
EDUCATION ACT year introduced in
universities
throughout the UK

2000 Institute for
Learning and
Teaching in
Higher
Education
founded.

2000 CVCP renamed
Universities UK

2001 Blunkett's Changes Further changes at

intervention unacceptable to QAA and new
in QAA John Randall procedures
affairs who resigned. introduced.
Succeeded by
Peter Williams
in 2002
2001-02 | Estelle
Morris
(DFES)

2002 Cooke Part of the
Committee Government’'s
report on the increasing
information to emphasis on
be made information which
available by all was becoming an
universities element of the

quality assurance
requirements

2002-04 | Charles Introduced Labour’s

Clarke higher education
legislation

2003 White Paper: Acknowledging

The Future of
Higher Education

need to increase
funding of HE.
Continuing aim
towards 50% of 18-
30 year-olds in HE.
More funding for
research and for
excellence in
teaching. Plan for
new national body
to promote teaching
quality. NUS to
produce ‘guide to
HE’
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DATES Ministers Legislation/Events Qrganisations Rep  orts Policy effects
2004 Higher Aim to raise quality
Education of university
Academy teaching by defining
founded. standards and
accrediting training
2004 HIGHER HE funds raised.
EDUCATION ACT Student fees

increased to £3,000
p.a. with deferred
payment. National
Student Survey to
operate from 2005.
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Table 3.2: Phases of quality assurance

1992-1995

1995-1997

1997-2001

2002-2004

Phase 1:
Formation of combined HE sector.
Quality assurance introduced in legislation agatrument for regulation.
Dual process of audit and subject assessment.
3 grades of assessment: excellent, satisfaatopatisfactory.

Phase 2:
New quality assessment process introduced tadechumerical scoring.
6 aspects assessed on a 4-point scale with maxsuoare of 24.
Introduction of league tables by the press irgirspcompetition.
Continued resistance to ‘double whammy’.
1996 Joint Planning Group recommending singléesys

Phase 3:
1997 HEQC abolished and QAA set up.
Subject assessment and scoring system continued.
Stricter ethos under John Randall and new sypteposed.
Academic resistance led to Blunkett proposalsaftighter touch’.
1998 student fees introduced.

Phase 4:
Further reforms. Institutional Audit introduced QAA.
Rise of higher education as a ‘market’ viewingdsints as ‘customers’.
2003 White Paper emphasising information as aadepgct of quality assurance.
Focus on support for teaching — Higher Educatioademy created.
2004 Education Act. HE budget increased along watriable tuition fees.
Increased information requirements.
2005 National Student Survey introduced.




56

3.3 Higher education statistics

Table 3.3: Expansion of UK Universities 1963-2004, (Tight, 2009: 52-53)

1963 32
1969 47
1991 48
1992 86
1994 90
2004 90

Note:

These figures illustrate the expansion in numbgkgkouniversities in the 1960s as
recommended by the UGC (from 1958) and subsequkntige Robbins Report (1963) to
accommodate the increases in student demand. Tjoe imarease in 1992 was the result
of the Further and Higher Education Act (FHEA) witlee polytechnics were upgraded to
university status creating the combined higher atiac sector.

The situation stabilised in the decade after 1984y 2014, the number had increased to
123 Sunday Timebniversity League Tables, 21 September 2014).

Table 3.4: Higher Education Statistics for the UK
(from Higher Education Statistics Agency)

Academic | Students at | Academic Recurrent All
Year HEls Staff Income Expenditure
(Emillions) | (£millions)
1994/95 1403600 114721 10038.5 9790.6
1999/00 1856330 135750 12799.7 12709.75
2003/04 2247440 150230 16867.2 16626.0

2013/14 2299355 194245 30582.3 29406.2
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Figure 1: Index of student numbers and public funding for
higher education, 1980/01-1999/00 (Greenaway and Haynes, 2003:152)
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Fig. 1. Index of Student Numbers and Public Funding for Higher Edweation, 1980/1-1999 /2000
Source: Department for Education and Skills

* The age participation index is the number of young (<21) home initial entrants expressed as a
percentage of the averaged 18-9 year old population,

© Royal Economic Society 2003

Permission to reproduce this figure has been grute John Wylie
and Sons.

Note:

This figure strikingly illustrates the relationshptween rising student numbers and the
relentless decline in funding per student which &sucial theme in the history of quality
assurance.



3.4 Quality assurance

Table 3.5: Definitions for quality assurance in higher education (DES, 1991: 60)

« Quality control: mechanisms within institutions foaintaining and enhancing the
quality of their provision.

« Quality audit: external scrutiny aimed at providopgarantees that institutions
have suitable quality control mechanisms in place.

« Validation: approval of courses by a validating ypéar the award of its degrees
and other qualifications.

< Accreditation: in the specific context of the Coilifiar National Academic
Awards (CNAA), delegation to institutions ... of resgsibility for validating their
own courses leading to CNAA degrees.

¢ Quality assessment: external review of, and judgesngbout, the quality of
teaching and learning in institutions.

Higher Education: A New Framework (DES, 1991} 60

Table 3.6: Fundamental questions for quality assurance (HEQC, 1994: 3)

* What are you trying to do?
e Why are you trying to do it?
* How are you doing it?
* Why are you doing it that way?
* Why do you think that is the best way of doing it?
* How do you know it works?
* How do you improve it?
HEQC, Division of Quality Audit, 1994
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Table 3.7: Checklist for audit of quality assurance systems (HEQC, 1994: 45-52)

Entry to higher education
Admissions policies

Admission requirements
Information for prospective students
Pre-entry guidance

The selection process

Facilitating student entry

Quality of the student experience

The student experience

Quality assurance and the diversity of higher etioca
External and internal programme approval
Programme information for students

Teaching and learning

Evaluation of programmes of study

Evaluation of teaching and learning

Quality enhancement

Staff appointment, development and training andapal
Quality of collaborative arrangements

Postgraduate research studies

Student support services

Student grievance

Student outcomes

Student progress

Student assessment

Appeals

External verification of standards
External examiners

HEQC Guidelines on Quality Assurance (1994

Note:

The HEQCGuidelines on Quality Assuran¢&994)provided a framework for quality
assurance and control systems which institutiongdcadapt to suit their own
circumstances. This checklist contains areas eggdotbe covered by quality audit.




60

Table 3.8: Documentation and Information required for teaching quality assessment

(HEFCE, 1993, C3/93, Annex)

Information required by Assessors

1. Self-assessment in the subject:
To include indicators used by the institution
to reflect its mission and the aims and
objectives of the area of work to be assesse

2 Statistical indicators:

a. Entry Profile, showing the numbers entering
with A-level qualifications (and the average A
level points score for those entrants), and the
numbers entering with other qualifications eg
BTEC, NCVQ, access courses, other
qualifications. The profile should also cover
modes of study and might include analysis [
age, gender and ethnic background. An
appropriate entry profile should also be giver
for postgraduate and sub-degree provision.

. Expenditure per student, covering all centraj
administration and joint services expenditurg
that is expenditure not attributed to teaching
departments, per full-time equivalent studen
in the institution;
and subject/departmental/cost centre
expenditure (as appropriate) per
full-time equivalent student.

. Progression and Completion Rates, based @
the percentage of those enrolled who are
subsequently successful at each stage of the
course.

. Student Attainment, covering the results
obtained, including degree classifications
where relevant.

Employment and further study, based on firs
destination data (effectively only relevant for

graduates of full-time and sandwich courses);

other destination data (say, in respect of-par
time students or diplomats.

These data, which will be compiled and reviews
by the Council, will be shared with the institutio

before the visit and the institution will be abde t
provide a commentary. Where the data are not
held centrally, they will be sought from the
institution.

Q.

3. Course documentation:

a.

Description of education to be assessed.

. Subject information prepared for students.

. Subject monitoring/evaluation reports for the
last three years, including those from
professional bodies and students where
appropriate.

. Examiners’ reports for the last three years.

Timetables for the period of the visit.

Institutional prospectus.

. Samples of written work, including

examination papers, marking schemes (if us

and scripts, project reports and dissertat{t;mg
be available during the visit.

n
5. Details on:
L a. Student intake and progression.
b. Student welfare services.
c. Staffing and staff development.
6. Academic development plans (where
available).
.t 7. Outline of management structure and

arrangements for quality control.
. Resources:
. Resources relevant to the subject under

assessment.
. Learning resources, including library and IT

ed)

D

Notes:

This contextual background information to be preddy the university would be based

on the ‘statistical indicators’ used by the ingtdn itself to measure trends against its own

aims and objectives (C3/93: 21).

Additional information compiled by HEFCE would beusced from national data sets:
entry profile; expenditure per student; progressiod completion rates; student
attainment; employment and further study (C3/93: 22
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Table 3.9: Categories of quality assessment and terminology of gradings

1992-95 Assessment of Teaching Quality (HEFCHY3:3A:8)

3 assessment categories in discipline or subjeets, judged against stated course aims
objectives:

‘excellent’, ‘satisfactory’ and ‘unsatisfactory’

An ‘unsatisfactory grade’ required re-assessmathin 12 months.

1995-2002 Teaching Quality Assessment (TQA) (HERIZ39/94)

6 aspects of provision graded on a numericakszfl-4 to produce a ‘graded profile’:
Curriculum development, content and organisation

Teaching, learning and assessment

Student progression and achievement

Student support and guidance

Learning resources

Quality (assessment) management and enhancement

Overall judgements of ‘quality approved’ or ‘sebj to re-assessment within a year'.
‘Unsatisfactory quality’ not remedied within ogear would result in ‘withdrawal of
funding in whole or in part’.

2002... QAA Institutional Audit (QAA (2002pperational Descriptionpara 20)

Institutions maintain an appropriate institutibimfrastructure and conduct their own
internal assessments and reviews.

QAAlnstitutional Audits: reporting on levels obefidence in the institutions’ manageme
of quality. Confidence ‘broad’, ‘limited’ or ‘alesit’.

QAA making recommendations in 3 categories: ‘eak, ‘advisable’ and ‘desirable’.

Table 3.10: ‘Results’ of teaching quality assessment, 1992-2001 (Brown, 2004)
(Information supplied to Roger Brown by Roger Cook, Napier University, 2002 and 2003)

Brown’s chapter on Assessment (2004: 73-100) dsszliigures for the successive rounds of TQA seghpl
to him by Roger Cook of Napier University. Thedwlihg points are particularly relevant to this syud

1992-95 HEFCE Percentage spread of grades awardédsubjects in 144 institutions

Excellent 26.6%
Satisfactory: 72.1%
Unsatisfactory: 1.3% (Brown, 2004: 75)

1995-2001 HEFCE subject assessments of 6 ‘core@cdsgraded on a 4-point scale:
Cook’s figures in Brown pp. 92-94 showed diffgrioutcomes between subjects
and types of institution which made consistembparison difficult.  (Brown (2004: 78)

Importantly, in a personal communication to BrawiMay 2003, Cook pointed out that
‘out of 3,311 assessments, there [had] been onpuBbshed fails’.  Brown, 2004: 97)

Note:

Cook, Brown, Underwood (1998 and 2000) and othensted out that various inconsistencies in
the assessment methodology made it difficult tevdramparisons from the figures. The most
meaningful messages for this study were that teemajority of institutions were seen to be
achieving quality that was satisfactory or betteat the number of courses from 1992 onwards
judged to be ‘unsatisfactory’ or not meeting thguieed quality standard was very small.

and

nt
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Table 3.11: Quality Assurance Framework from 2002
(summarised from JM Consulting, 2005: 7-9 © HEFCE 2005)

QAA Institutional Audit (from 2002):
External audits of institutional QA systems oBrgear cycle

Published reports giving a view of confidence miversity’s management of quality:

3 levels of confidence: ‘broad’, ‘limited’ oabsent’
3 categories of recommendation: ‘essential’, ‘adkle’, ‘desirable’

Teaching Quality Information:
New requirements to provide information specitigcthe Cooke Report (2002)
Data on quality and standards for internal use
Published data set for students, employers etc.
National Student Survey of students’ views of tloevn universities (from 2005)

Academic Infrastructure:
(Dearing recommendations developed by QA in coasaf with the sector)

Framework for Higher Education Qualificationefining standards for academic awards

National benchmark statements defining degred lgoek in different disciplines
Institutional programme specifications
Code of Practicdor the assurance of academic quality and standardsigher

Education:statements of good practice and guidance that @#Aexpect universities to

follow

Universities’ internal systems of quality control:
Course approval
Annual monitoring of programmes and student outeem
Student evaluation of courses
Periodic review of programmes by department afigise
Review of students’ work by external examiners

D
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Table 3.12: Current HEI costs of external review on an annualised basis
(JM Consulting, 2005: 61, © HEFCE 2005)

Average per HEI England £m
£000s
Academic QA (transition phase)
Institutional audit 69 9.0
Discipline Audit Trails as part of audit 52 6.7
Developmental engagements 14 1.8
Foundation degree reviews 2 0.25
Provision for auditors for QAA 10 1.3
Total academic QA (QAF) 147 19.1
Professional QA
Ofsted inspection of ITT - 3.8
GMC review of medicine - 15
Review of health provision - 4.4
Inspection of FE - 1.6
Inspection by PSRBs (excl health - 9.9
Total professional QA 163 21.2
Total cost of external QA 310 40.3

Note:

This was the most comprehensive attempt to eskabdists for quality assurance yet
undertaken which estimated the combined annuas$ dosEngland of institutional audit
by the QAA and ‘professional’ quality assurancepbgfessional and public bodies as
approximately £40m per annum.

This estimate included ‘the specific quantifiabbsts of individual academic QA reviews’
including ‘lost’ academic time (JM Consulting, 20@&ra. 4.58) but not the ‘opportunity
cost’ of academics’ time which could have been tkeddo other activities.
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CHAPTER 4: ‘A CRISIS IN HIGHER EDUCATION’?

‘The problems, which taken together we can propealya crisis, have developed largely
in the public life of British Higher Education — it$ finance, governance and organization
— rather than in its private life, in the areastefiching and learning(Trow 1988: 7).

4.1 Introduction: the old order

In the post-war period after 1945 it became appahext the number of university places
was not adequate to accommodate the increasingaruwhbuitably qualified students and
higher education in Britain underwent a periodagid growth. Existing institutions were
expanded and, on advice from the University Gr@usimittee, the government approved
the establishment of seven new universities in &mdjduring the first half of the 1960s:
Sussex, East Anglia, York, Lancaster, Kent, Esseik\V@arwick (Perkin, 1969). The
Robbins Committee reported that in 1962/3 univiessiprovided for the higher education
of 118,000 full-time students which amounted td {#%% of the UK’s 18-year-olds,
(Committee on Higher Education, 1963: Table 3).1B¢3, the report listed a total of 31
universities, including those still in developmé@bmmittee on Higher Education, para
56) but longer term estimates of a further shdrifetapacity by 1980 led the Committee
to recommend that ten Colleges of Advanced Teclyyastould be expanded and
upgraded to university status and six more unitiessshould be established in addition to

those recently founded.

Estimated public expenditure on universities in2/88 was £129 million (Committee on
Higher Education, Table 54). At this period, thading allocation for higher education
passed directly from the Treasury to the Univer&itgnts Committee (UGC) which was
responsible for resource allocation and univensiacy development and worked in close
partnership with the CVCP. Kogan and Hanney (20d@3) recognised ‘the buffer role of
the UGC’ which, as Shattock agreed, gave the usiitves ‘a privileged position’ in

relation to funding and offered protection fromesxial intervention by the state (Shattock,
2012: 109). Universities were institutions estdi#is by Royal Charter, which operated
largely independently beyond public accountabiiitythe teaching or research in which
they were involved. During this period of expansiacademics enjoyed what Scott (1989:
9) described as a period of ‘exceptional prestage security of employment (‘tenure’).
‘The universities exercised academic autonomy. &lwaso taught in them exercised
academic freedom’ (Alderman, 1996: 179).
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The Robbins Report (Committee on Higher Educatl®®3: 25-28) had re-affirmed

traditional ideals: although accepting that ‘instran in skills’ was necessary to prepare
students for future careers, a university educdiexha series of more lofty aspirations. It
should ‘promote the general powers of the mindhiag to produce ‘not mere specialists
but rather cultivated men and women'. It shouldogngass research, ‘the search for truth’
seeking ‘the advancement of learning’, and shosjbase a wider social mission, ‘the
transmission of a common culture and common stasdafrcitizenship’ as a basis for ‘a
healthy society’. Despite the continuing expressibthis traditional view, however, the
significant expansion of student numbers as wetleag structures and approaches in these
new institutions inevitably began to challenge stability of the UK’s élite university

system.

The second half of the 1960s also saw change®fagzional and vocational education in
what was then known as ‘the public sector’ of higeducation, with the creation of a large
number of polytechnics ‘to prepare students forvibed of work’ (Alderman, 1996: 180).
A new degree-awarding body, the Council for Natlgk@ademic Awards (CNAA) was
created in 1965 with a remit to ensure that thgtpohnics’ degree standards were
comparable with those of universities, while a gomeent-maintained body of Her
Majesty’s Inspectors (HMIs) was responsible forastigating and reporting on the quality
of the educational experience offered. The polytexshcharged with preparing students
for employment had close links with professionalliee and employers and the quality
and standards of their courses were overseen lgNAeA. They operated at much lower
cost than the universities since they maintainedesearch infrastructure. Both their
governance and their funding arrangements wereufadoby politicians and the
polytechnics were seen as ‘an undoubted succeass @tberman, 1996: 181). These two
parallel systems co-existed for over 20 years tireeside of what had been described by
Anthony Crosland, (Secretary of State for Educatind Science, 1965-67), as ‘the binary
line’ between traditional universities and more atbanally-oriented polytechnics (speech
at Woolwich Polytechnic, 27 April, 1965).

4.2 The Conservative political agenda 1979-87

However, change was in the air. Carswell, a forseeretary of the UGC, referred to the
arrival of ‘a subsequent and cataclysmic perio@8&: 159) ushered in by the election of a
Conservative government, led by Margaret Thatatreg manifesto to reform all UK

public services. Their goals of efficiency and efieeness were embodied in an approach
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which came to be known as ‘New Public Managemelascribed by Kogan and Hanney

(2000: 31) as a ‘bundle of notions’ based on thecgle of ‘devolved responsibilities for
the delivery of centrally determined priorities© Verify that public bodies were

delivering value for money in their spending of peifunds, new bodies were created to
impose a régime of external audit on public segtganisations such as the NHS and local
authorities (Power, 1994). Accountability was todohieved by monitoring the delivery of
services against key performance indicators ararr@gponding increase in performance
management of individual staff. Other key featweBsPM identified by Pollitt (1995:

183) were the introduction of ‘quasi-markets’ inislhcompetition was expected to raise
quality with a growing emphasis on improving quaihd attention to the views of the
‘customer’. The impact of these reforms on highdraation became a major underlying

theme in this thesis.

Almost all the interviewees in this study identifiparallels between the higher education
reforms and the treatment of other institutionthim public sector. As and academic and
commentator on higher education throughout thisogeBarnett reflected that the
professions in general and the major public seosiitutions'started to come under
political scrutiny in a way they hadn’t up to thadint. There was a sense that the public
sector was inefficient and needed to be revieweéded to be subject to state evaluation’
(I: 8). Interviewee 1 expressed the majority viehew he described the development
during the late 1980s and early 1990s of what fezned to asthe compliance culture’

and how this was extended to higher educatiou know, compliance in finance,
compliance in the banking system, compliance irhdedth service, compliance in
accountancy, compliance in the higher educationaecand we were just another state
commodity’(l: 1).

4.3 Why quality? Concerns about higher education

The government’s agenda for reform of higher edanatas thus in keeping with its
reforms right across the public sector. Howevesrdtwere a number of reasons why it
tackled change in higher education with particaksal. From the early 1980s the
government had begun to ask questions about tloedfiaducation universities were
offering to students, the quality of teaching amel standards being achieved. Above all,
how far were they complying with the governmenéquirements of efficiency and value
for money and how much were they being shieldethbyJGC? Contributors to a study
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by Kogan and Hanney (2000) described a growingémite of the Treasury on higher

education policy, explaining that Treasury offisiklad been sympathetic to the pro-
university stance of the former UGC but the intrctttan of hardline financial policies
during the 1980s had reduced their support. Iné¢f@m acts of 1988 and 1992, the
government demonstrated ‘a striking willingnessipset the established structures and

relationships of higher education’ (Watson and BewdL999: 246).

4.3.1 An élite to a mass system

According to Alderman (1996: 184) the governmert tpaut quality on the national
agenda’ in order to be able to reassure the pthdicthe expansion from an élite to a mass
system would not entail a drop in standards. Thes/wvas borne out by several
interviewees in this study. The problems were ustdedablethe government was caught
between a rock and a hard place of both needirexpand the system but also wanting to
assure itself of the quality of the systgBéarnett, I. 8). Several interviewees agreed that
this concern about teaching quality was connectididtive expansion of universities and
reductions in funding. Against the background sing student numbers in the ‘old’
universities, one former vice-chancellor recallethg aware of increasing government
interest in quality during the late 1980Bhey worried about whether or not the students
were getting a fair deal, was the quality of teaghbeing maintained?®l: 1). A senior
academic viewed the government’s attitude to usities partly asdn example of how all
public services [were] much more reviewed extegnall than they used to be, ... but it
also coincided with a time when there was a lilagith that the quality of teaching would
go down because of the changes in staff:studeint aad so forth(l: 2). From a political
perspective, Blackstone took the view that althotlngdne was a recognisable general move
towards greater regulation of publicly funded mgtons, the main concern about quality
in higher education was because the governmenbaelced the policy of greatly increased
student numbers without providing additional furgd{it 7). Sharp thought the increased
political interest in higher education was easkplained because at this time you were
getting an increasing number of students comingugh universities so it was affecting a
much bigger proportion of the populatiofi: 4). Peter Williams, himself a major
contributor to the history of quality assurancepalnderstood that from a practical point
of view some kind of organisational changes wowdenbeen necessary to meet these
challenges'l don’t think one could have had a mass highercadion system without a
higher level of organisation. It just couldn’t beree: you couldn’t muddle through in the
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way that you might have done when 10% of the ptipalavas in higher education. You

can’t muddle through with 40%: the whole thing wbjulst collapse(l: 9).

4.3.2 Accountability and value for money

From his experience as first chair of the SHEFCIi@uAssessment Committee and
subsequently chair of SHEFC itself, Masters fedt that the government’s main aim was
accountability rather than a desire for politicahtrol: ‘1 don’t think it was political

control. | disagree with that... | think there wasiaw that if you are giving vast sums of
money to something, then you have a responsitnlitgake sure those funds are well used
(I: 5). With the increasing emphasis on value faney across all public sector services, it
seemed reasonable that higher education shouldenatempt from the requirement to
demonstrate the value and quality it was offermthe tax-payer. Interviewee 10 accepted
that accountability for the increased financialdamr imposed on the public purse by the
expanding higher education sector widi® ‘conventional answetd questions about the
origins of concerns about quality. However, he waispersuaded that there were any
‘specific linkagesbetween developments in higher education and atfeas of
governmentbecause higher education policy was then anywasra self-contained kind

of sphere even within the Department for Educatidhink university civil servants might
have been aware of the general push of New Puldicagement and all of that, but |

doubt if that was anything other than a very breadtextual factor{(l: 10).

On the other hand, Interviewee 6, a former civiVaat with extensive experience in
further and higher education who was close to tlegsats at the time, believed that the
government’s principal intention, driven by the dsary, was to create clearer lines of
accountability to ensure that the universities wigkvering value for money. As he saw it,
the Treasury’s main focus was on the extremely bagt of higher education in
comparison with other areas of post-school educa&the government was greatly
influenced by a desireéd improve the quality of the output from the ursitees to justify
their high unit cost... That may well be at the hedigovernment thinking as to why the

quality of university education became an isglies).

Certainly, Conservative Education Ministers fromte&oseph onwards laid great
emphasis on financial accountability to the anonysntaxpayer’ for the spending of

public money, with pressure to deliver both higlalgy and value for money. This theme
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was taken up by Kenneth Baker in a speech to tB8 €/ CP conference when he asked

his audience whether academics accepted ‘an abliget give an account of their
stewardship to their customers and the tax-payuigig?’ (CVCP Archive, 15 January
1988, quoted by Shattock, 2012: 188). Similarlyewlexplaining the rationale behind the
introduction of quality assurance in the 1992 Ferttnd Higher Education Act, Alan
Howarth, the Minister for Higher Education, usei trgument to the CVCP: ‘The
taxpayer has a right to know what is being proviotegtturn for public funding.
Prospective students and sponsors also have aaighbw the quality of courses on offer’
(CVCP files, 25 September 1991, quoted by Shattagk?2: 201).

4.3.3 Higher education for the economy

Another government priority was to improve the gyadf higher education both to boost
the employability of new graduates and to updatestills and knowledge of the existing
workforce, particularly in science and technolo§yccessive policy documents on the
development of higher education stressed the r@dddgher education to contribute more
effectively to the economy by producing graduateslifjed to work in industry (DES
1985: 187) With this in mind, organisations reprgsg) industry and business such as the
Confederation of British Industry (CBI) and thetihge of Directors (loD) had not been
consistently supportive of the government policyniversity expansion or convinced that
graduates were being adequately prepared for tiiel wbwork. Interviewee 6 recalled
business leaders and employers also raising cantiemh UK graduates were unprepared
for employment: they certainly weren’t entrepreneurial: they hadpden taught to
develop in a business sens€ourses were out of date and not sufficiently ahevo
employers’ needgl: 6). He believed it was justified that if theiversities weréaking

the cream of our young people, they ought to beglat least a bit more thinking about
what skills these young people need to make Braaiaffective economic power in the
future’ (I: 6) and commended government initiatives sugtha Enterprise in Higher
Education schenievhich were introduced into universities to prepgraduates for
employment. Although for hirfthe notion that government should be interestetthen
efficiency of higher education and in the outconresuding employabilityseemed
completely justified, he remembered that these aoreado stimulate change in the HE
curriculum and learning styles and to develop emteaeurial skills’had been received as

an unprecedented intervention ttampletely shocked the universitiéls 6). Barnett

® A government-funded initiative introduced in 19®%timulate an entrepreneurial culture in univegsi
and equip undergraduates with the necessary &hkillsmployment.



70
linked these initiatives in universities with theveélopment of a new public debate about

‘skills’ and‘competencesand speculated whether the introduction of thdityugystem
with its industrial origins might be'proxy or a vehicle for realigning the charactdr o
higher education in the UKn order to fulfil the government requirementrteeet the
needs of industry (I: 8).

4.3.4 Quality: an international concern

During this period, there was evidence that quagsurance was becoming an
international issue with the increasing mobilitystdidents leading to comparisons between
universities in the global market. Gordon (1993 A&inted out that by the end of the
1980s, quality was already the focus of attentioather European countries and the
emphasis on accountability for public funds andspuee to demonstrate evidence for
‘efficient, economical and effective managementesiources’ was a policy adopted not
only by the Thatcher government in the UK but dggoliticians of differing political
persuasions in other countries. The search foesysto demonstrate public accountability
was becoming an international trend not dependeipaoty political persuasion. In 1991,
delegates from over 20 countries attended a camferm Hong Kong to discuss
international developments in quality assurancaftCt992). Holmes (1993) reported that
the management of quality in higher education wegrining to be addressed at European
level: the establishment of the Single Europeankigtanad promoted the exchange of
information and the development of some commomagements. In a study of quality
assurance trends in Western Europe, Green (199&)\dired the difficulty of drawing
general conclusions from the often volatile sitoiagi in different countries. On the other
hand, while universities were at different stagethe implementation of quality assurance,
they were often facing similar issues. Challengesrg from the definition and
measurement of quality, the controversial natureoofiparative judgements, tensions
between accountability and improvement and isstie®kload and costs were becoming
ever greater as higher education became incregsimtginational. Indeed Green (1993:
11) envisaged a ‘nightmare scenario’ in which ursitees would be subject to ‘external
scrutiny by teams not only from dozens of domestt&eholders, but also their European
and international counterparts! Interviewee 2nierly Vice-Principal for Learning and
Teaching in a pre-92 university, commented thafais important to consider the
international dimensiorlyou have to remember of course all the time thase things

were going on in other countries as wéll’2). He believed that while the UK might have

been the first country to introduce the ‘industmabdel of quality assurance, there were
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other models being developed simultaneously in Beiend some Commonwealth

countries such as Australia, New Zealand and Safriba.

To many academics, concerns about quality seemsgolaned because the international
reputation of British higher education was appdyemding high. For example in 1989 the
French magazinkeibération(December 1989) had reported the results of a guove
identify Europe’s leading universities in 21 sulbjaeas which showed British universities
highly positioned in almost all subject areas. $umn(1994: 379) wrote that in his
experience there were ‘many grounds for concluthag British universities have
generally been both responsible and efficient, jgiiog a serious education for their
students and ensuring a high success rate at giaalublowever, the quality of higher
education remained an important factor for a cogiminternational reputation about
which politicians were highly sensitive.

4.4 Changes ahead

There were thus several reasons why the governsemticerns about the state of higher
education had been simmering for some time. Ay @arNovember 1980, the chairman of
the UGC, Sir Edward Parkes, gave a lecture to MER-which alerted them by both its
content and tone that changes were on the way.dtleedt them to expect ‘a somewhat
greater degree of direct intervention by the UG@hmaffairs of individual universities’
and cautioned them in stark terms against ‘mulgbogition to any form of change based
upon a sterile application of a concept of acaddreedom which may be the surest way
to its destruction’ (Lecture to CVCP, November, @98uoted by Griffith, 1989: 51).
Awareness of the additional pressures on univessftom rising student numbers
accompanied by the swingeing funding cuts impleexitt the 1981 spending round led
Ministers to seek increased scrutiny of the staswland quality of higher education. On
17 July 1982, Sir Keith Joseph, Secretary of Sat&ducation, wrote to the Chairman of
the UGC to enquire ‘...what prospects there [werephfiore radical changes directed to
the maintenance and improvement of quality in th@&ext of a more efficient use of
resources?’ln 1983, responding to this ministerial interesa@gademic standards the
CVCP set up an Academic Standards Group underidencanship of Philip Reynolds,
Vice-Chancellor of Lancaster University. Over tlextfive years, the group produced a
series of formal codes of practice on a numbespéats of academic work such as
external examiners, post-graduate training anantweitoring of courses. These reports

contained a clear assertion of the universitiedependence: ‘The character and quality of
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education in British Universities were not credbgdSovernment or Parliament... The

Universities themselves must undertake the scruiflye Reynolds Report€VCP, 1986:

10). However, this message was not sufficient verithe government from its course.

4.4.1 A drive for efficiency: the Jarratt Report,1985

In 1980 Michael Heseltine, Secretary of State fier Environment, had issued a clarion
call on behalf of efficiency:

‘Efficient management is the key to the [natiomaljival . . . and the
management ethos must run right through our ndtidea- private and public
companies, civil service, nationalized industrlesal government, the
National Health Service.” (Quoted by Pollitt,1998)

In 1985, as a way of indicating cooperation wite government’s agenda, the CVCP
voluntarily opted to lead a review of efficiencyuniversities, one of a series of inquiries
being conducted throughout government departmé&hts Steering Committee for
Efficiency Studies in the Universities under thaichnanship of a former industrialist, Sir
Alex Jarratt, turned its attention to universitymagement. The proposals in the Jarratt
Report ‘came to symbolise a central drive towards\wa corporate management approach
to the running of universities’ which greatly inflaced future developments (Shattock,
2012: 220). Though many of its proposals were stpddy university leaders, others
were resisted, particularly the shift of power fracademics to managers which did little
to enhance the popularity of the CVCP with uniugrstaff.

4.4.2 1985 Green Paper: The Development of Higher Education into the 1990s

An education Green Paper introduced by Joseph8b @i@veloped these themes,
proposing that ‘individual academic staff and thasth responsibility for management
and leadership in institutions need to pay contiguttention to the quality of teaching’
(DES, 1985: 1.7). This would entail increased soyuof standards and a particular
emphasis on efficiency. The Green Paper also begset out the government’s proposals
for how the quality of education might be measumbich included ideas borrowed from
quality assurance methods in manufacturing industngre was increasing emphasis on
the responsibility of the universities to promotghhquality research and technological
innovation and to produce graduates well-qualifeedontribute to the economy. Joseph

drove home the seriousness of the government'sagess a speech to the CVCP, stating
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his lack of confidence that ‘the universities intpaular ... are conscious of the weight of

responsibility that they bear for the monitoringlgreservation of their own standards’
(CVCP, 1985).

It is important to note that the pressures formafduring this period related only to the
old-established universities in the traditionalteedBased on close personal involvement
in the development of quality assurance, Interveed@ explained thaas there were as
yet only rudimentary means of regulating qualitghat sector, it was quite natural for
ministers, civil servants and others to ask whe#iewas well with quality in those
institutions’(I: 10). On the other hand, the polytechnics and collegéh, their own
‘accrediting agency, the CNAA, and the parallel beparate inspection régime in the
HMI’ (I: 10) were not affected by structural reformsiluhiey too became subject to the
1992 Further and Higher Education Act which crealedcombined sector.

4.5 The power of politicians

4.5.1 The Iron Lady

But there was a further dimension to the Thatclo@egiment’s attitude to the universities.
From his UGC experience, Carswell (1985: 159) Hagboved how during this period the
previously close ‘personal and social’ links betwemiversity leaders and government
departments were gradually changing to a ‘formdl @timately adversarial relationship’.
The Prime Minister herself was the dominant forcgavernment, stamping her views on
policy and the force of her personality on its ieypkentation. According to Jenkins (1995:
2) her leadership was ‘autocratic, personalizedradatal’ and her mistrust of
professionals and élite groups made her reluctacdnsult with those affected by her
reforms (Kogan and Hanney, 2000: 34). Her biogrgpbampbell (2003), attributed her
attitude to universities to her own not particuldrbppy time at Oxford and to later
encounters with left-wing student demonstratortheearly 1970s. Her view of higher
education had been reinforced during her term as&tn Secretary in the early 1970s
when she criticised the civil servants in the DBSHeing ‘self-righteously socialist’
(Thatcher, 1995: 166). She blamed some intellestaradl academics for corrupting young
minds with ‘poison’ (Campbell, 2003: 396) whilellstixpecting to be funded by the state,
and she was further alienated in 1981 when 364@umts wrote a letter {dhe Times
severely criticising her deflationary economic pgl(Jenkins, 1995: 142). The strength of
the universities’ resentment of her policies washier demonstrated in 1985 when the

Oxford dons voted by a majority of more than twmite against a proposal to award her
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an honorary degree, thus withholding a customanpbpaccorded prime ministers who

had been educated at Oxford (Campbell, 2003: 39® .polarisation of academics’
political views was further revealed by a poll jbsfore the 1987 general election which
showed that only 18% of university lecturers weeaping to vote Conservative
(Campbell, 2003: 395).

The antipathy between the Prime Minister and tlaglamic world was summed up in
strong language by Campbell (2003: 395): ‘the gneaprity of university teachers
loathed her, and she candidly despised them’. Eweldpment of this ‘passionate mutual
hostility’ between the Prime Minister and the umsrges (Russell, 1993: ix) became a

symptom of a long-standing opposition between theeghment and the universities.
4.5.2 Ministers

Following Thatcher’'s example, successive Minister€&Education expressed criticisms of
the current state of higher education, the unitiessilack of accountability and the alleged
laissez-faireattitude of academics. Amann (1995: 472) wrotthefThatcher
government’s encouragement of ‘the assumptionrtiaaty professional people in the
public sector enjoyed cushioned lifestyles and yedgheir own agendas which were
disconnected from the real needs of ordinary pédpierce loyalty to the Prime Minister
was expected, to the extent that Nigel Lawson anCailor of the Exchequer reacted to
Oxford’s rejection of Thatcher by announcing thatould grant no more money to that
university (Jenkins, 1995:142). In his autobiogmgdtawson (1992: 600) criticised the
DES whose ethos he regarded as ‘wholly opposédthatoof the government’ and his
period as Chancellor (1983-89) was characterisgaré&ysure from the Treasury to bring

the universities under stricter financial control.

The style of the Thatcher administration and theq@eal impact which she and her
ministers made on how government policies were @mginted were a major challenge for
the universities. A former civil servant, Tom Kelhgcalleda sort of Thatcherite hostility
to embedded interest groups who not only subvéniieédet out to subvert every initiative
for change and improvement that ministers cameithp ¢ 3). This mistrust of
professional interest groups was an underlyingeafi&he speed and ruthlessness of
Conservative decision making on higher educatioghlighted by Watson and Bowden
(1999: 253). The radical higher education reforofisyhich quality assurance was an
important element, thus became what Jenkins destab ‘one of her most vigorous
nationalisations’ THES 13 October 1995). The consequences for acaderhiass of
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tenure, decline in status and erosion of theirgedaelative to other groups resulted in

what Campbell described as ‘a brain-drain of tatert a demoralisation of the whole
academic community’ which in turn became a serloss to the country. Against this
background ‘inevitably the quality of the educatpmovided — and certainly the quality of
the experience — declined’ (Campbell, 2003: 400)

The dominant influence of individual ministers mplementing policy meant that they
were the ‘key actors in the 1980s and 1990s’ (Kayath Hanney, 2000: 36). Frequent
ministerial changes were a characteristic of th&DEthe Thatcher government and major
policy shifts were usually the result of such chesgn particular the appointments of
Joseph, Baker and Clarke. Watson and Bowden (1880:identified a pattern in the
succession of Conservative Ministers where ‘adsvisere followed by ‘consolidators’,
with corresponding fluctuations in reforming adyviFor example Joseph’s
temperamental reluctance to infringe universitypaomy gave way to Baker’s reforming
zeal which led to the publication of the White Raptgher EducationMeeting the
Challenge(1987) within a year of his taking office. Accandito Jenkins (1996: 142) ‘the
change was total’. Kogan and Hanney (2000: 168¢bed that ‘Clarke had been radical
as Secretary of State for Health,’ so a similatuaté could be expected when he moved to
Education in 1992. Discussing the momentous dectisigrant polytechnics full

university status, they reflected that while sortteeoministers, such as Joseph or Patten,
would have been temperamentally unlikely to takshsaction, for Clarke ‘it was an

almost casual decision, even if backed by offiathlice’ (Kogan and Hanney, 2000: 138).
One contributor to their study commented that ‘Baked Clarke in their action on
unification took decisions and gave the appearafcensulting afterwards ... they sought

change as might Panzer Generals’ (Kogan and Ha20e®,; 138-139).

Table 4.1: Secretaries of State for Education, 1979-2004

Secretary of State Terms of Office Department Name Prime Minister
Mark Carlisle May 1979-September 1981 Educationcgefice Margaret Thatchefr
Keith Joseph September 1981- May 1986 Educatiori&rse

Kenneth Baker* May 1986- July 1989 Education & $&cie

John MacGregor July 1989-November 1990 Educati®@c&nce

Kenneth Clarke* November 1990-April 1992 Educatfbfcience John Major
John Patten April 1992-July 1994 Education

Gillian Shephard July 1994-July 1995 Education

Gillian Shephard July 1995-May 1997 Education & Fagment

David Blunkett May 1997-June 2001 Education & Emgphent | Tony Blair
Estelle Morris June 2001-October 2002 Educatiorkfiss

Charles Clarke* October 2002-December 2004 Educd&i&kills

* Education Acts of 1988,1992 and 2004 were pasdseithg their terms of office.
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4.5.3 Higher education policy ‘piecemeal and pragmatic’

Commenting on his experience of the Thatcher gawent, Richard Bird, a senior civil
servant with responsibility for higher educatiortiie DES during the 1980s, recalled that
‘most of the significant developments of that dexhdppened in a piecemeal and
pragmatic fashion’ (Bird, 1994: 83). Jenkins (199%) agreed that ‘Thatcherism’ was
never ‘a coherent set of principles but rather &ange of crisis management and U-turns’

and both the Thatcher/Major years were charactthgeintense political turbulence’.

Some policy themes remained consistent througeupériod of reform, e.g the overall
increase in student numbers, the desire for govenheontrol, the responsibility of higher
education to contribute to the economy, pressurieminiversities to deliver efficiency
and value for money. On the other hand, a seriabodit-turns by successive ministers
throughout the 1980s and into the 1990s meanttitat Patten, Education Minister from
1992-94, found the government ‘apparently simulbaiséy committed to reducing costs,
expansion, diversity, high quality and preservatbboomparable outcome standards for
awards’ (Watson and Bowden, 1999: 247). Anotherc®af confusion for universities
was the government’s ambivalence about the ideahogher education “market” as a
‘guiding philosophy’ (Bird, 1994: 83). Though KertheBaker, architect of the 1987 White
Paper, had expressed a desire for ‘a system wRkpession would be determined by
student demand’ (Baker, 1993: 234), this was nbteaed in practice. Concern at the very
rapid expansion following the 1992 Act caused HER@#der instruction from the
Treasury) to introduce strict controls on studamnbers in 1994Shattock, 2012) a

suddenvolte facewhich had serious consequences for the univessitie

4.6 A ‘crisis’ in higher education?

From the end of the 1980s the titles of a numbdiooks and articles expressed
academics’ growing unease that current changdgeinniversities were beyond their
control. Their level of anxiety was indicated byBditles asThe Crisis in Higher
Education(Reeves, 1988) he Threat to Higher Educatidieriffiths, 1989), andecline
of Donnish DominiorfHalsey, 1992). The contributors to an edited biopBall and
Eggins (1989) explored the tensions involved in‘tlesv dimensions’ of higher education
while McNay (1992: 1) identified the ‘change, cadtiction and confusion’ which
characterised his ‘visions of post-compulsory etiooa
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Many academics regretted the shift of universitiem their traditional 18 century role as

custodians of culture and values towards a dutptdribute to the national economy, the
adoption of a ‘bleak accountant’s view of higheueation, as a kind of servicing industry
which needs to pull up its socks and pay its wBdJid Watt,The Times31 May 1985).
Reeves (1988: 1) made the important distinctiowben ‘education for use’ and
‘education for delight’ and lamented the increagiogninance of the former over learning
for personal fulfilment. Several commentators diégct the culture shock for academics,
particularly symbolised by changes in languageMasrell wrote (1992: 17) suddenly
‘enterprise and management were good: welfare ansensus were bad’ and the
destruction of old academic structures was inelyteEading to some negative changes:
‘with the bathwater of committees have gone outblgies of consensus, involvement and
identification with policy’. Oppressive managemant competition were threatening old
relationships and academic loyalties as evidengdtifee surveys undertaken by Halsey
between 1964 and 1989 which attributed the lowerethle of academics to a reduction in
public respect, diminishing career prospects addaton in financial security through

loss of tenure. Scott (1989: 10) also drew attentiiothe negative reactions to the
introduction of the Research Assessment Exercid®&6 which ‘was seen as an invasion
of the private life of universities, a gross infarsby politicians from outside higher
education and managers within into academic questi@he government-imposed
funding cuts and accompanying demands for effigiamere presenting fundamental
challenges to universities’ traditional way of lifehese disruptive changes besetting
higher education and the uncertain future befoeentivere seen by many academics as
serious enough to represent a ‘crisis’ in theiesiand many of these themes feature in the

narrative as the history of quality assurance wsol
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CHAPTER 5: LEGISLATIVE REFORMS, 1987-92

‘... a veritable revolution in British higher educati’ (Alderman, 1996: 182).

5.1 Introduction: regulation of higher education

The government’s main concern was not that higtlecation had lacked awareness of the
need to maintain quality and standards: ‘Britisjhier education has always prided itself
on its exposure to systematic peer review’ (Watd@85: 326). However, the starting

point had traditionally been that universities tisehaes were officially responsible for
these important aspects of their provision (Reysol®86). Interviewee 2 felt that the
underlying cause of intervention was mainly abawer: it was really to a significant
extent about the government showing who'’s boserdktan about anything in the
outcomé(l: 2).

The level of independence hitherto enjoyed by usities had largely protected them from
scrutiny: Williams referred to the prevailing impsgon that academics lived ‘this secret
garden with this priesthood, and they [kept] it tallthemselves in the holy of holied;’9).
Though university education was largely fundedH®y state, there had been ‘an unwritten
convention’ that government did not interfere wiile conduct of universities: ‘he who
paid the piper did not call the tune’ (Alderman969181). Many in the academic world
believed that universities were a special caseckBlane, who was both an academic and a
politician, took the view that, although there veasecognisable general move towards
greater regulation of publicly funded institutionsjversities stood somewhat apart from
this.‘They’re not defined in quite the same way as puddictor institutions. They are
deemed to be independent and autonomous but iiptedgublic funds ... not part of the

public sector in quite the same waff; 7).

However, the government made clear that the lelv@litbnomy previously enjoyed by the
universities was no longer acceptable and futugisligtion would pursue their aim of
holding academics to account. Baker's White Pap&S, 1987) set out the main elements
of the Government’s policies for reforms designedrmprove the effectiveness of the
system’ (DES, 1987: iv). It was described by Sindenkins (1995: 145) as a ‘devastating
document’ and the tone and content of its propdsélso doubt that the future of the

universities was going to be very different. Thispter shows how quality became an
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important factorn the implementation of these reforausd identifies the roots of long-

lasting tensions within the sector which have bez@anmajor focus of this study.

5.2 1987 White Paper, Higher Education: Meeting the Challenge
5.2.1 Aims of higher education

The double-edged meaning of the White Paper’sditiekly became apparent: in defining
its view of the kind of higher education necesgargnsure Britain’s place in the world, it
was also warning the universities of the challethgy would have to meet in adapting
themselves to this task. Its opening section sthiedovernment’s view that the primary
purpose of higher education was now to ‘serve tomemy more effectively’ and claimed
that ‘above all there [was] an urgent need ...for higher educatiaiake increasing
account of the economic requirements of the countryrder to do this, student numbers
would be increased and universities should forgpsér links with industry and

commerce, and promote enterprise’ (DES, 1987: iv).

The whole of the White Paper was couched in thelif@nterms of Thatcherite doctrine,
focusing on ‘effectiveness’ and ‘efficiency’ andbored with reforming zeal. Higher
education was to be judged in terms of its ‘pronhitgt (3.3) and its efforts to seek ‘better
value from the very large sums of public money matslable’ (3.4). Indeed, the
government wished ‘to see all higher educationtunsins do more to attract private
funding’ (4.2). Institutions should encourage ‘@aommunication between academic
staff and people in business at all levels’ onassumption that this would lead to ‘more
suitable teaching’ (1.4). Recognising that insiia$ would have to adapt their teaching
methods to accommodate new types of student whbtmag have the ‘traditional
qualifications for entry’, the government reiteits policy of ‘maintaining and raising
standards’, claiming that ‘increased participaihigher education need not be at the

expense of academic excellence’ (2.15).

5.2.2 Quality

Chapter 3 of the White Paper linked ‘Quality anfidi#ncy’ and outlined what this would
entail in practical terms. The threatening operstagement ‘higher education is

expensive,’ (3.1) left no doubt that one of thegmownent’s primary concerns was
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financial. Though recent increases in the ‘produsti of higher education were

welcomed, with higher numbers of students beingathd at lower costs, further gains in
value for money were necessary. Responsibilityafidrieving the two possibly conflicting
goals of ‘quality’ and ‘efficiency’ (3.4) would fabn the ‘academic community’ who were
expected not only to maintain butitoprovestandards and to have systems in place to
monitor the results (3.5). Evidence about teackungity would be a crucial factor in

reassuring the public

Judgements about quality were expected to incladgisy of academic standards,
teaching, research and the achievements of stuf®6)s While paying lip-service to the
principle that quality in higher education could be ‘created or imposed from outside’,
the White Paper warned that the government, ‘oralbeli the public’, would adopt a
monitoring role (3.5). It expressed little confidenn the CVCP’s ability to monitor the
work of universities, but emphasised the governiaentention to ‘maintain its own

concern with the preservation and enhancementalftgun teaching’ (3.7).

A section headed ‘The Quality of Teaching’ (3.123).gave a list of ‘systematic
arrangements’ to promote high standards of teackeeglback from students, monitoring
of the results achieved and graduate employmetgrpat and ‘systematic staff appraisal
of a kind already ‘widely accepted in the publicgnivate sectors’ (3.13). Paragraph 3.15
introduced the idea of some ‘key criteria’ by whaxdademic standards and the quality of
teaching might be judged. Assessments of qualitgweus to play a central role in

implementing the framework of control.

5.2.3 How to measure quality?

The government’s growing preoccupation with qualtgant that the difficulty of
measuring teaching quality had been widely ackndgead. A Circular Letter from the
Chairman of the UGC in 1985 rather disarmingly atkdithat ‘there are few indicators of
teaching performance that would enable a systerteral assessment of teaching
quality... The committee would be glad to be tabavito do it,’ (UGC 22/85, quoted by
Kogan and Hanney, 2000: 104).

As part of the drive for accountability, the JarRéport (1985) had criticised the absence
of performance indicators in the strategic managerokhigher education and

recommended stricter systems of monitoring unitiessiactivities, notably including
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teaching quality. A wide range of indicators weregmsed, ‘covering both inputs and

outputs and designed for use both within individaatitutions and for making
comparisons between institutions’ (Jarratt, 19&8): Zhese ideas had been warmly
welcomed by the DES, whose thinking was developetthér in the 1987 White Paper.
Their starting point was that ‘academic standaraktae quality of teaching in higher
education need to be judged by reference maindyudents’ achievements,” which needed
to be judged against their entry standards (DE87198). Suggested performance
indicators included numbers and class distributibdegrees, non-completion rates,
external examiners’ reports, and students’ firsplryment destinations. The government
emphasised that ‘the essential data on performareach institution should be published
so that its record [could] be evaluated by the flngégencies, governing bodies, students
and employers’ (DES 1987: 18). The universities Mabus become publicly accountable
to a number of external ‘stakeholders’ with diff@renterests in their performance. Easier

said than done.

In 1987, a joint UGC/CVCP Working Group was giveremit to develop and publish
annually a range afuantitativeindicators relating to inputs, process and outpatended

to aid university management and to increase palsliountability. However many
commentators pointed out shortcomings in this aggrdo the measurement of higher
education. The CNAA cautioned against interpretjnglity simply through statistics:
‘institutions of higher education are institutidiesinded on processes of human interaction
and personal development. The language of aritienoati only offer a crude insight into
the effectiveness of these processes’ (CNAA, 1§86ted by Loder and Williams, 1990:
8).

In an influential study of the measurement of pemi@ance in higher education, Johnes and
Taylor (1990: 181) once again emphasised thatréifteperformance indicators required
to be developed for sections of the public sedtmlfding education) to which ‘normal
commercial criteria (e.g. profitability)’ were napplicable. They explained the dilemwfa
‘attempting to measure the extent to which the éigtducation sector is achieving
objectives which are themselves not subject to tifielrie measurement,” but also
addressed the even greater problems that aroseatteempting to assess theality of
educational outputs (Johnes and Taylor, 1990:16Was so far unclear what information
could contribute to a meaningful evaluation of heach university was achieving its own
objectives, let alone making comparisons betweemtand they illustrated the particular

challenge of establishing a robust statistical$fsi assessing performance ‘across several
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indicators simultaneously’ (Johnes and Taylor,&994). They concluded that there was

as yet no sign of consensus among universitiestatduioh indicators to choose or how
they should be weighted. In conclusion they ca@ibagainst reliance on ‘an excessively
narrow range ofijuantifiableperformance indicators’, commenting that ‘no ong Vet
devised even singleindicator of performance which commands wide supgmongst the

academic community’ (Johnes and Taylor, 1990: 185).

From early on, these problems were fully apparericademics. Early objectors such as
Becher (1989: 166) warned against applying ‘quageaive performance indicators to an
organization as complex and diverse as a universityile Scott (1989: 11) explained that
‘attempts to develop quantitative measures of acadperformance are regarded with
great suspicion, and even contempt. The assesshgudlity is seen as a matter of
judgement by peers rather than measurement by reeiaDisputes about measurement

became one of the key elements of the quality @ebat
5.2.4 Efficiency

It was in the section headed ‘Efficiency’ that tferernment’s plans to reform the
universities were most starkly revealed. Efficiem@s explicitly linked with quality in

that both would depend on ‘the skill and commitmanndividuals at all levels’ but again
there was an external role for the government sugng that suitable arrangements were
in place ‘to promote and monitor efficiency’ (3.23nnual reports on ‘a range of
efficiency and effectiveness measures coveringrallersities’ were to be published
annually from 1987 (3.27). Slipped in at the endhef list was the intention to limit the
granting of tenure to academic staff: forthcomiegislation would be brought forward to
end tenured contracts for new appointments (318&hort, universities were expected to

become more business-like.

5.2.5 A new funding régime

The White Paper also announced abolition of thg-lestablished UGC which had
provided some protection from cuts in funding aotitigal encroachment on the
universities’ independence during the early 198040Q). This was to be replaced with a
new Universities Funding Council (UFC) directly pessible to the Department of
Education with a minority of academic members agtiarman ‘with substantial
experience outside the academic world’ (4.39). piexious block grant was to be

replaced by a contract under which the governmentiadvbe buying services from the
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universities. This ushered in a new commenaédtionship described by the chief

executive of the new UFC in a speech to the CVCEOBY:

‘Ministers are no longer thinking in terms of grantowever calculated, but in
terms of buying certain services from universitifise bulk of those services
are research and teaching. The Government is h&@ngle purchaser, faced
with an array of competing suppliers. It will uge tpower which the situation
gives it to press for higher quality and greatéiceicy, just as Marks and
Spencer (for example) does in similar circumstan@sinnerton-Dyer,

1987).

It was not surprising then that this White Papet seockwaves through the university
world. Despite the concession that British highdwraation might be ‘among the best in the
world’ (para.1.2), the pervading tone was one pfaach: higher education had fallen
short of the acceptable standard (though this wdgefined) and must ‘improve’, ‘do
better’, ‘enhance’, across the whole range ohd$vities — teaching, research, planning,
financial management. It appeared to many acadessiesmanifesto for government

control.
5.3 Early opposition

5.3.1 Academic freedom and the threat to tenure

The ensuing Education Reform Bill contained radpralposals to reform both schools and
universities. The major issues of principle weraraied in a book by Lord Conrad
Russell (1993), himself an academic and a memb#redfiouse of Lords, who recognised
that the ‘intellectual power and prestige’ currgrghjoyed by academics equipped them
admirably to enter the political fray (Russell, 392). The resistance from the existing
universities was exemplified by a celebrated debatthe second reading of the Education
Reform Bill (House of Lords, 18-19 April, 1988) ettided by many senior politicians and a

number of present and former vice-chancellors aedcthancellor of Oxford University.

The essence of the debate was a clash betweenwls pf the state and the autonomy of
universities: how far should government controlrostate funding extend into oversight of
how that money was used? Or, from the universipegit of view, how far should
accountability for state funding encroach on mattéracademic judgement and their
autonomy in the spheres of research and teachirzgf¥y Baw the 1987 White Paper as ‘an
assault by the State on the Universities’ (Rus3883: 3) and expressed the depth of their

resentment through the power of their rhetoric.felidhimself likened the new bill to ‘the
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worst threat to university autonomy since the Ursitg of Oxford refused to support King

Henry VIl over his divorce’ (Hansard, House of Herdebate, 19 April, 1988).

The new conditions under which academics mightibmidsed ‘by reason of redundancy’
or for ‘good cause’ were a major threat to acaddmiedom. Although the concept of
tenure might be seen by many members of the plasia shelter behind which the idle
and the incompetent seek refuge,’ according to Karklwood, it remained ‘a vital

privilege which underpins academic freedom — teedom to criticise, to do research and
to publish without interference from political asramercial interests.” Lord Hatch agreed
that these freedoms were ‘not a licence to broadfedably in ivory towers,” (19 January
1988). Looking back, Interviewee 3 distilled tresential elements of academic freedom
which academics believed to be under thrigad: freedom of the academic specialists to
concentrate on their own specialism within the lafgabject, and academic freedom in the

more obvious sense of not being told what to dmioysters,’(l. 3).

Despite widespread opposition from many commerggg. Tight, 1998, Becher, 1989,
Scott,1989) most of the White Paper’s proposaleweeshrined in legislation in the
Education Reform Act of 1988. However an amendmamied by Lord Jenkins on 19
May 1988 was inserted into Section 202:

‘to ensure that academic staff have freedom withénlaw to question and test
received wisdom and to put forward new ideas amtrowersial or unpopular
opinion without placing themselves in jeopardyaxihg their jobs or
privileges they may have at their institutions’ (Edtion Reform Act, 1988,
Section 202).

5.3.2 The Education Reform Act, 1988

Table 5.1: Provisions of the Education Reform Act,1988

* Abolition of UGC and establishment of 2 new Fund@guncils (UFC and PCFC) to
disburse funding to Universities and Polytechnicti&ges

« Arrangements for accounting and auditing contrdigavith the DES

e Universities to have small audit committees comgaxfesenior lay people (Griffith,
1989:56)

« Arrangements for internal audit with HE InternaldiuJnit to have access to university
books

* Funding Councils given power to commission VFM stgdabout different aspects of work

* Ending of academic ‘tenure’ through introductior@dundancy provisions to enable
restructuring and re-organisation of work

¢ Concession to ‘academic freedom’ in Jenkins amentdme

The emphasis on greater audit scrutiny of the usities in the 1988 Education Reform

Act were strongly influenced by a financial crisidUniversity College Cardiff in 1987.
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In a strongly worded article entitled ‘The ThreatHigher Education’ Griffith (1989: 61)

prophesied that in time these new statutory powerdd enable the DES to ‘interfere at
will in the day-to-day operations as well as theisien-making processes of the
institutions of higher education’. Furthermore,ieipiating the results of the loss of tenure,
he anticipated an increase in short-term contsabtsh could mean that for many
academics ‘especially the newest recruits to téepgsion, life is likely to be nasty, brutish
and short’ (Griffith, 1989: 59). He spoke for masmademics when he described such
proposals as a ‘massive overkill of higher educati@riffith (1989: 52).

5.4 Universities fight back

5.4.1 The Academic Audit Unit

Following the largely fruitless attempts to congesome of their independence through
the Jarratt and Reynolds Reports, the CVCP madéuoiiner attempt in 1990 to defend
the autonomy of the traditional universities. Caneel that the government in its new
interventionist mode might wish to extend to théevarsities the HMI role exercised by the
CNAA over the polytechnics and colleges sectory thecided to take action. As
Interviewee 1 explainedat that stage a group of us in the old CVCP thdugé better try
and outflank the government, so we set up in Bgimam the Academic Audit Un{t: 1).
This strategy was rightly recognised ‘as a ployh®yCVCP to forestall ... governmental
or HMI intrusion’ (Booth and Roper, 1992: 232. AsINdms commented,they were
prepared to offer some kind of self-regulatory stiwe which would not ... impinge upon

their autonomy but at the same time would providécent public reassurancél: 9).

The Academic Audit Unit (AAU) was independent oflividual institutions, but owned

and managed by the universities and funded bynigtéutions themselves. Its double remit
to examine both ‘structures and mechanisms’ foquredity assurance of their programmes
and ‘the maintenance and enhancement of their asad¢andards’ (CVCP, 1992: 5)
introduced the concept of external audit of uniiters, considered by most academics to
be highly controversial, but its method of peelieavwas deemed preferable to a yet more
distasteful intrusion by a government agency. TA&JAarried out an initial series of 67
audits of the existing universities between 1990 8991 before being subsumed into the
Audit Division of the newly formed Higher Educati@Quality Council (HEQC) in 1992
which continued to audit institutions. The audpods produced by the AAU were

recognised to be useful as a means of encouragifigeflection by universities which
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could lead to improvement of their quality assueaggstems. On the other hand, while the

reports made ‘suggestions for improvement’ of qualssurance mechanisms, they made

no judgements about the quality of teaching.

However, the AAU did extend both the principle ammdctice of audit by academic peers
into the traditional university sector before therger with the polytechnics and colleges
under the 1992 Act. Arguably, this was the thin ehthe wedge which weakened the
CVCP’s potential to lead effective resistance agjfaine national quality assurance
structures from 1992 onwards. Indeed by 1990 TasheéPackham (1990: 190) were
already criticising academics for their failureassert strongly and publicly their function

of intellectual and moral leadership within society

5.4.2 AAU Director’s Report, 1992

In January 1992, the CVCP published ‘the first asdmeport’ by Peter Williams, then
Director of the AAU, covering the experience ofdipilot audits and eight further audits
undertaken between the establishment of the dritatober 1990 and December 1991.
The major message drawn from these audits wasitpaficant attention in universities
was now being devoted to the formal requirementguality assurance, ‘leading to a rapid
remodelling of policies and procedures’ (CVCP, 1982). Though a small sample, this
report was nevertheless an important record ofitsiesystematic attempt to map the
existing quality assurance arrangements in UK usities and offered an opportunity to
express some ‘tentative views on the areas of musteengths and weaknesses across the
system’ (CVCP, 1992: 19).

While admitting that it was premature to draw ficonclusions, the report gave examples
of some beneficial changes apparently resultingnftioe introduction of quality assurance
systems. Academic staff had a growing awarenetigegfotential of audit ‘as an aid to the
enhancement of quality’ (CVCP, 1992: 20). Documgoawas being revised and more
explicit course approval, monitoring and evaluagoocesses were being implemented. On
the other hand, ways of receiving feedback frondestits and other stakeholders such as

employers required improvement.

In terms of teaching and learning, some major ssuere raised by these early audits. For
example, some academics were apparently stillnglgreatly on ‘chalk and talk’ (CVCP,
1992: 23) rather than concentrating on ‘curriculdevelopment or innovative teaching
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methods’. The most critical audit findings cited\Bjlliams related to staff development

and training, particularly where some auditors éadountered a ‘common attitude’ among
academics that ‘university teaching is not reatlnething that can be taught, but occurs
principally as a result of a form of osmotic traarsbf knowledge and wisdom between
teacher and student’ (CVCP, 1992: 24). The ‘intearsi concentrated endeavour’
involved in preparation for and involvement in tnedit visits were already seen by many
academics ‘as a waste of valuable time and hermgyeesented’ (CVCP, 1992: 31).

It was the Unit’s policy to avoid an overly intent®nist or critical approach. The auditors
were all practising academics selected from nonanatby vice-chancellors (CVCP,
1992: 6) thus conforming to the well-accepted acad@ractice of peer review, and the
audit did not entail inspection of teaching (CV@B92: 9). The AAU consciously avoided
‘stridently critical language,” which would be liketo antagonise universities and make
their staff ‘less responsive to the principles oélify assurance’ (CVCP, 1992: 15).
Williams strongly argued that:

‘the most valuable outcome of academic audit isdinelopment of a
professional culture in which the continuous im@ment of quality is
accepted as an essential institutional goal, aaddspted willingly by all those
concerned with a university’s educational functidhis is more likely to be
achieved by persuasion than by conflict’ (CVCP,29b).

Though accepting that universities could not estapelemands of external scrutiny
indefinitely, the CVCP had hoped this voluntarytiative would be sufficient to satisfy the
government while at the same time being unthreate@nough to encourage co-operation
by its members. However, it was soon clear that‘grie-emptive tactic’ to avoid the
imposition of external inspection had failed tovstaff the introduction of quality
assessment by the Funding Councils (Coopers, l993Nevertheless, this report was an
important document in the history of quality assweas only a few months later, when
the work of the AAU was taken over by the newlyarporated HEQC, this methodology

became the blueprint for the much enlarged natiandit programme.

5.5 1991 White Paper, Higher Education: A New Framework
5.5.1 A combined higher education sector

In May 1991 Kenneth Clarke, the newly appointedr&acy of State for Education in John
Major's Government, introduced another White P4p&S, 1991) which created the
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legislative framework necessary to implement thacstiral, financial and administrative

arrangements established in the 1988 Act. Its ahgioposals were to create a greatly
enlarged higher education sector by combining #igtiag universities with the
polytechnics and colleges from the so-called ‘pubéctor’ and to establish Higher
Education Funding Councils for England, Wales acatl8nd thus establishing a joint

funding structure. The structural change would a¢suilt in abolition of the CNAA.

The White Paper provided little detail about hoestd changes (particularly financial)
would work in practice. On the other hand, a sdpathapter occupying over 25% of the
document was devoted to ‘Quality Assurance in Teagthwhich indicated the priority
accorded by the government to this topic. Whiléerating the mantra that individual
universities had ‘prime responsibility’ for maiméig and enhancing the quality of
teaching and learning, section 58 reminded themthiey must nevertheless demonstrate
‘proper accountability’ for the substantial pubiicds invested in them. The juxtaposition
of these key concepts foreshadowed the tensiomsebatattempts to use quality assurance
systems as an instrument of both accountabilityianpovement which this study will
identify as one of the main discourses of the qudkbate

5.5.2 Definitions of quality

Although there was no comprehensive definitionquiality’ itself, section 60 listed
several functions of quality control which would é&xpected to feature in the new
regulatory system, including quality audit, appiasacourses, accreditation, and quality

assessment (see Table 3.5).

From his experience as a civil servant during thelémentation of the corresponding
legislation in Scotland, Kelly commented on the artpnce in the history of quality
assurance of this section of the White Paper whe&honsidereths good a succinct
statement as you're ever going to get because thetil it had not been defined like that

and everything that's happened since has actuadly glarified or developed thatl: 3).



89

5.5.3 Quality control, audit and assessment

Without further supporting evidence, section 6 Thaf White Paper claimed the authority
of ‘a common view throughout higher education omitleed for externally provided
reassurance that the quality control mechanisnmsmamstitutions are adequate’. Scott
(1989: 12) had previously observed that peer revieevuniversities’ traditional barometer
of academic quality, was ‘widely seen as too feablénstrument’ to fulfil its role under
the political and economic pressures of the reforsertor so new regulatory mechanisms

were required.

Quality audit, ‘the process of ensuring that thealiy control arrangements are
satisfactory’ (HEQC 1994: 62), was to be the talsk new organisation with a remit to
take over the monitoring of institutional qualityssems from the AAU and a broader
responsibility for ‘quality support and enhancemé@town, 2004: 2). In introducing
arrangements for quality assessment, the 1991 Whjper detailed a number of principles
which would reinforce government control. Qualissassment of individual subjects
should be made on the basis of ‘quantifiable outsirto include ‘performance indicators
and calculations of value added’. New ‘quality shwithin the Funding Councils would

be responsible for assessing a range of activirethe basis of direct observation of what
is provided’ including ‘the quality of teaching atehrning, its management and

organisation, accommodation and equipment’ (DES]1181).

This dual process was the result of complex nagotis attempting to reconcile the varied
interests involved in the operation of the new redrgniversity sector. The proposals for
the new audit organisation to be owned and manhgdke institutions themselves, thus
incorporating the principle of self-regulation, exped from discussions between the pre-
and post-92 universities represented by the CV@Ra Committee of Polytechnic
Directors (Shattock, 2012). However, at the same &s plans for the establishment of the
HEQC were going ahead with the agreement of the, BfeS1992 legislation was giving
statutory responsibility to the newly created FmgdCouncils for external quality
assessment. It did not take much insight to prddtate conflict between these two
organisations. As even the founding Circular 3/@idted, ‘the dangers of overlap
between quality assessment and quality audit assdlilple duplication of institutional effort
are recognised’ (HEFCE, 1993: 69).
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5.5.4 Quality assessment ‘to inform funding’

Furthermore, assessments of quality were interml@ddrm the decisions of the new
Funding Councils. The idea that the level of fugdior public agencies should depend on
their performance had first been applied in 198théResearch Assessment Exercise
when large amounts of funding were awarded totirtgins according to the quality of
their research. One of the explicit aims of theadtction of quality assessment in the
White Paper of 1991 was to extend this principleeaxhing. ‘The Government considers
it important that assessment of quality should iomet to inform the decisions of the new
Funding Councils’ (DES,1991:79). For the avoidaotdoubt, the Secretary of State for
Education’s letter of guidance to HEFCE directeat the Council would need ‘in
particular, to ensure that the outcomes of assedsisits are in a form which can be used
to inform funding allocations’ (HEFCE, 1993, Annax

It was unusual for a White Paper to contain thigl®f detail: indeed, Booth and Roper
(1992: 227) commented that ‘never before has asBrgovernment White Paper on higher
education had so much to say about quality’. Adiooed by Kelly speaking from
personal experience, it appeared that the govemraeticipating resistance on the part of
the universities, was adopting this level of prggimn in order to ensure that its policies
were carried outnormally you legislate as to ends and then you leave ititdagnce and
statutory instruments and all the paraphernalidi this case, howevethe Major
government had inherited an interventionist outlékn Thatcher’. The explanation for
legislating for quality in this wafwas the Thatcherite one: well if we didn’t putntthe

Act, they wouldn’t do it, they would wriggle oféthook’(l: 3). The terms of the White
Paper which became law in 1992 left no doubt tthegt traditional autonomy of

universities with regard to teaching [was] beingaged’ (Bryman and Cantor, 1992: 87).

5.6 The roots of discord

5.6.1 A rift between Whitehall and the universities

The support of civil servants for the introductmiformal quality assurance procedures
was in keeping with the government’s ideologicahocaitment to accountability of public
services in general. Many of them welcomed theothiction of quality assurance in the

1992 Act both as a way of strengthening what thewed as weak regulatory systems in
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the pre-92 universities and as a means of allagingety about the maintenance of

standards in the post-92 universities once the domegulatory systems of the CNAA and
HMI had been abolished. As Shattock plausibly satgge(2012: 200) ‘part of the
unspoken price for the merger of the sectors wastéation of some new quality
mechanism’. There was certainly a perception ansange academics in the pre-92
universities, forcefully expressed by Griffith (2081) that the decision to introduce the
elaborate quality assurance arrangements resutigdthe ‘dangerous arrogance of policy
makers in the DES’ who believed that the highercatlon sector needed to be brought to
heel. This interpretation was supported by Willigin®) who attributed to civil servants
‘a deep deep suspicion of the combination of thed Efreedom of action the universities
had and the level of public funding that was gamiginterviewee 6, from his own
experience, recalled that civil servants’ criticesof the very high costs of higher
education had motivated them to support a firmeegament line with the ‘old’
universities, as well as promoting the idea thatgbst-92 universities might still need
some academic oversight following the abolitiorthed CNAA. Quality assurance would

fulfil both requirements.

Although section 78 of the White Paper clearly #ipstthat the arrangements for
assessment were intended to be a matter for théirku@ouncils themselves, section 83
also announced that that the new quality assesaméstwould be ‘subject to guidance
from the Secretaries of State’. Ironically the g@2tuniversities, believing they had gained
independence from the former centralised structueee now to be subjected to new
forms of control which were also to be imposedlmnreviously much more autonomous
‘old’ universities. As Kelly pointed out, the implentation of quality assurance needed to
be carefully handled in both sectors in order toece co-operationthe key thing for us
was that it would plug the gaps that abolitiontod CNAA and its processes would leave,
but not so discountenance the older universitias tthey would not participate. It was a
balancing act’(l: 3). However, as Interviewee 10 observed, therne process created a
paradoxical situation in thattfe government was pushing the universities t@thice
collective regulation in the ‘old’ universities #te same time as those arrangements were
being decentralised and some would say weakenadwiite public sector(l: 10). These
provisions which left no doubt that the governmiatgénded to impose overall control thus

risked antagonising both the pre- and the postr2eusities at a stroke.

There were potential difficulties of establishimgnit quality systems for the very different

cultures of the ‘old’ universities on one side @he polytechnics and colleges on the other
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side of the binary line. The former had largelyaglon external examination by academic

peers for the maintenance of teaching standarde Wie latter were familiar with long-
established systems of validation, accreditatiahiaspection within th€ NAA/HMI
structure. Booth and Roper (1992: 233) anticipatethsh between the ‘grudging and
fatalistic attitude still perceptible in the unigéres’ and the ‘fuller internalisation of both
quality control and quality assurance processdisdarpolytechnics and colleges’. These
different reactions were also observed by Intereie® who commented that for staff in
pre-92 universities quality assurance seerfaedmpletely alien and unnecessary thing’
whereasstaff in CNAA institutions ... would have been modre at home with some

degree of external supervision and examinationsmtbrth’(I: 2).

5.6.2 Conflicts of interest

As a representative group for the universities GMEP assumed a more important
advocacy role once the protection of UGC had béetished in the 1988 Act and had

tried unsuccessfully to retain control over acaaeissues, including quality, through the
pre-emptive initiatives of the Reynolds and Jarcathmittees and the establishment of the
Academic Audit Unit. After 1992, an emerging dilemmor the CVCP was how far it

could maintain its role of representing autonomiogstutions while also cooperating with
HEFCE'’s determination to enforce unwelcome reguapolicies. Particular doubts were
expressed by the universities about the Fundingh€itsl combined responsibilities for the
funding of higher education and the assessmeits gfuiality. In theTHESof 22 January
1993, Knight expressed the misgivings of many seswademics about this link: ‘the one
place judgements about quality should never be ike hands of the funders. It gives them

control over body and soul ... [it constitutes] adamental threat to academic freedom’.

The allocation of the audit and assessment funstionwo separate bodies with parallel
functions and different accountabilities was alkely to become problematic. The
complexity of the dual structure and the balancpafer was a recipe for confusion and
conflict within the organisations themselves wlile overlaps and duplications in the
review activities of the HEQC and the Funding Colsnwould inevitably cause

resentment in the universities.
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5.6.3 Competition

Another sensitive issue was the proposed requirethahthe assessment units would
publish information for potential students and eoypls about ‘the actual and relative
quality of institutions and of the courses theyyide’ (DES, 1991: 84). Apart from the
practical difficulties of this, Bryman and Cantd©@2: 87) foresaw the development of a
‘kind of Which?approach to courses’, which would introduce a cetitipe marketing

element likely to be strongly resisted by academics
5.6.4 Documentary demands

Table 3.8 on page 60 lists the range of statistindlacademic documentation required to

accompany the university self-assessment docunf€Bt83: 21-22).

Thinking ahead to the practical effects of the gz changes on their working lives,
academics in the pre-92 universities were quicknticipate the increased bureaucratic
workload which would inevitably result from the dmeentary demands of the new quality
assurance systems. Remembering the amount of waok/ed in setting up the new
procedures, Interviewee 2 also commented that ckzsting of the clumsily-phrased
relevant section in the 1992 Achised the question of whether this was ever @edn

‘I've always wondered to what extent the people @rewy up the act actually meant it to
be taken to that degree of detailhis idea was supported by Wagner (1993: 284).yKell
reflected that the compulsion to provide so muatudzentation might have been self-
inflicted as an insurance policy by the universitit was the person looking over the
department’s shoulder and the department head w$isted on all this massive
documentation(l: 3). Nevertheless, he also foresaw the burdespefating such
cumbersome systems(/ou were going to have a quality assessment répogvery
significant area of provision in every universityEl and it was going to be repeated.
You were going to do it once and then you weregytmrcome back and you were going to
do it again. Now that meant that we as practicall@ervants were already saying before
the universities had started moaning about the eardHow long before you've got full

coverage and how up-to-date is the full coverageeachieved?”(l: 3).

* The 1992 FHEA allocated responsibility to the FagdCouncils to ‘secure that provision is made for
assessing the quality of education provided iritutgins for whose activities they provide, or are
considering support.’
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5.6.5 A paradox for quality: ‘more students with no more money’

The second chapter of the White Paper entitledchiea’ (DES, 1991) opened with a
claim (based on no stated evidence) that qualitydeeen ‘enhanced’ during the period
1985-90 when student numbers had increased by2@%ragainst a relative drop in the
unit of resource. There was to be no let up inénget for expansion and the challenge for
higher education stated in section 19 was to caattn expand ‘efficiently’ in order to
cater for a projected increase of approaching affebly the year 2000, while maintaining
quality. By 1991, the CVCP was protesting thatkla€¢ money [was] hampering
expansion and threatening quality’ (CVCP, 1991; With visible signs of deteriorating
buildings, overcrowded classrooms, and understobkeaties. They issued a stark
challenge to the government’s link between quality efficiency: if efficiency merely
meant cost cutting, beyond a certain point, qualigvitably would suffer and ‘without
new investment a choice [would] have to be made/den quality and expansion (CVCP,
1991: 12). In his commentary on the 1991 White Pap®w (1992) was incredulous that
the extended chapter on Quality Assurance failgutdgide any detail about capital
investment in such facilities as laboratories dites and equipment which were crucial to

the achievement of high quality teaching.

The inadequacy of the funds being made availablehiocontinued expansion of higher
education was one of the major concerns expresstie iHouse of Lords debate on the
second reading of the Further and Higher Educd&ifrf21 November 1991). Baroness
Blackstone, then opposition spokesperson for Higurcation, deplored the fact that
‘every year higher education is squeezed hdrtters threatening the universities’ ability
to deliver the government’s intended reforms. Twyemars later when interviewed for
this study, she attributed responsibility to KetnBaker (Secretary of State for Education
from 1986-89Wwho had packed in very large additional numbers but hadprotvided the
funding to go with it. It was driving down the uaftresource by expansion with no
additional funding...: how could you maintain quwalif you were teaching more students
with no more money7?l. 7). The paradox arising from these entrenchesitjpns
manifested itself in a long-running conflict betwetbe government and the higher

education sector.
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5.7 Foundations for the future

The reforms introduced in the 1988 and 1992 Hidddrcation Acts thus radically
changed the ethos, structure and funding arrangisnél/K higher education and, though
political pronouncements were commonly prefacedh wietoric about respecting

university autonomy, the reforms were designedotqudt the opposite.

The new framework for higher education based omcfples of efficiency, effectiveness
and value for money contained features of the ‘Nevlic Management’ model then
being promoted by government in the rest of thdip@ector. With the abolition of the
UGC under the 1988 Education Reform Act, the ursitwes lost the support of an
organisation which had traditionally acted as dftauin their financial dialogue with the
government. The new Higher Education Funding Cdsiiad responsibility to allocate
public funding for the universities and to makeyismon for assessment of the quality of
the education they provided. Complex mechanismdomMoe introduced to assess the

quality of research and teaching upon which thelkewof funding would depend.

In an epilogue to his book, Russell (1993: 106hidied the measures in the 1992 Act as
‘a further significant erosion of academic freedamith the limits of academics’
professional autonomy ‘being whittled away to notghi In policy terms, academics were
anxious that quality assurance systems could ket aserstruments of state control while
on a practical level, the proposed methods quigklye rise to questions, particularly about
the double burden of audit and assessment whichdvwoevitably lead to increased

workload.

In the ensuing power struggle, public exchangesdst the universities and the
government became increasingly hostile. While awacléeaders voiced their opposition
to the increase of government control, the exasiperaf politicians at their perceived
resistance was also forcefully expressed, as mudlturst by the Under-Secretary of State
Robert Jackson quoted in thelESof 17 June 1988: ‘Academics are failing to undardt
the challenge to their assumptions posed by Govenhpolicies on higher education.
They should stop cowering in the secret gardemofitedge and get to grips with the real
world’. These positions became more polarised Wighpassing of the 1992 Act and many

of these tensions would surface in the debatestahality over the ensuing decade.
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CHAPTER 6: THE QUALITY INDUSTRY

‘Quality has become an industry, a technology sroivn right’(Interviewee 10).

6.1 Introduction

One of the most striking aspects of the introducbbquality assurance in the reformed
UK higher education sector was the enormous amaiuméw activity it generated, not just
in the setting up phase but through the succeeatitogde. The result was that quality
assurance soon became thought of as an ‘induatrgt’jtwas notable that three out of the
ten interviewees in this study spontaneously usiesdérm. As time went on, it became
apparent that there were other parallels betwesattitudes and practices of industry and
commerce and the introduction of quality assuraniehigher education. These

dimensions are explored in this chapter.

6.2 The quality ‘industry’

6.2.1 New structures and systems

As a result of the Further and Higher Education A&92) parallel systems of audit by the
Higher Education Quality Council and subject assesd by the Funding Councils were
introduced simultaneously into UK higher educati&ach of these new public bodies
required its own systems of governance and managdamendertake these tasks, while
the universities in their turn had to set up cqgoegling systems and prepare their staff to

respond to their new demands.

HEFCE's preparation for the first round of asses#msentailed the major task of
recruiting and training over 400 subject speciastessors for the first eight subject areas
to be assessed (HEFCE M2/94, Para. 11.11) andlitiadto offering training, the

Funding Councils and the HEQC produced specialajuies for their assessors and
auditors. Likewise for the universities, especiallyhe days before universal access to
computers, preparation for an audit or an assedswana considerable undertaking
entailing a great deal of hard work in assemblamgd(sometimes in the pre-92 universities
compiling from scratch) the necessary documentatisnwell as the statistical information
requested. Assessment visits then included a thaggrogramme of meetings between
assessors, staff and students, as well as obsemdidtia full range of teaching and

learning activities’ (HEFCE M2/94, Para. 11.12)doled by the writing, discussion and
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publication of reports and for the universitiesigdying with any recommendations for

action. In parallel, the HEQC took over the rolenainitoring the universities’ quality

audit systems from the former AAU.

HEFCE issued an important guidance document (C3@8ng out in detail the purposes
and methods for the assessment of quality whicbrparated a number of the key
principles and policies expressed in the 1987 &84 White Papers . The duty to ‘inform
funding and reward excellence’, (M2/94 para. 1Wé3% accompanied by a threat that
funding would be removed from substandard provisibalso made clear that assessment
of teaching quality was to be made by referendbegauniversities’ own stated objectives,

enshrining the principle of diversity in UK higheducation.

Table 6.1: The Purposes of Quality Assessment (HEFCE C93: 3.1)

* To ensure that all education for which the HEFC&vjates funding is of
satisfactory quality or better

* To ensure speedy rectification of unsatisfactorglity

* To encourage improvements in the quality of edocatihrough the publication of
assessment reports and an annual report

e To inform funding and reward excellence

The circular C3/93 described HEFCE'’s approach sessment by subject area ‘within the
context of an institution’s own aims and objectiveasd introduced three assessment
categories, ‘excellent’, ‘satisfactory’ and ‘unsédictory’ (see Table 3.9). It then explained
elements of the quality assessment method, ingudstitutional self-assessment (to
contain copious amounts of statistical data), @oeuitment and training of the assessors
and the conduct of assessment visits which woullg lmeymade to institutions which had
established gorima faciecase for excellence, or where there were groundsoncern

that quality might be ‘at risk’ (HEFCE M2/94, 11)12

The purposes of quality assurance did not remainesfor long. Comparison between
Circulars 3/93 and 39/94 the following year revéwsds/ core purposes were modified in
the light of ‘more recent statements of Governnexpiectations’, in this case to comply
with a speech by the Secretary of State, JohnRatt@ch had emphasised ‘accountability
for public funds, a link with funding to enhanceatjty, providing accessible public
information, and sharing and publicising best pcat{HEFCE C39/94, para. 22.d). The

financial priorities of securing value from pubirvestment and linking quality
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assessments with funding had been elevated tophef the list, the idea of rewarding

excellence had been lost with the abolition of‘éxeellent’ grade, and aims to share best

practice and provide accessible public informatiad been added.

6.2.2 The volume of work

Early commentaries on quality audit and assessmdigland (Coopers, 1993; CHES,
1994) detailed the quality assurance programmekmgnted and emphasised the volume
of work undertaken. By the end of 1993, HEFCE hadlied out 288 subject assessments
in 128 institutions, (CHES, 1994: 17) while the Aeanic Audit Unit of the CVCP and its
successor, the HEQC's Division of Quality Auditdharoduced 69 academic audit reports
by April 1994 (earning from AuditL, 1994: vi). The review teams commented on the
considerable achievements by HEFCE and the HEQétiing the audit and assessment
processes up and running so soon, particularindwitime of great upheaval within the
sector. By any standard this represented an impeesssponse to government demands
for ‘efficiency’ throughout the higher educatiorcs®. On the other hand predictions
about the amount of work in preparing for and pgtting in the quality assurance
processes were starting to be fulfilled. IntervievZewho had himself been involved in
preparing his department for an assessment visitleel that quality assurantsarted

being prominent in universities in the 90s in anidhat required more work than anything
we’d done before or sincél: 2). Continuing experience of the inexorablelegmf the

twin processes of audit and assessment greatlgased the strain.
6.2.3 Careers in quality

Maintaining the systems of assessment and audibwigsnanding and costly process.
Apart from employing the necessary staff in themnamrganisations, both the Funding
Councils and the HEQC had to recruit, train andlpaye numbers of assessors and
auditors. An advertisement placed by the HEQC &ltHESof 26 January 1994 looked

for auditors able to ‘commit themselves to undengkip to ten audits in three years, each
audit involving between 12 and 15 days’ with ad&€900 per audit being paid. Auditors
would be expected to fit a demanding person spatiin and would ‘normally’ be senior
members of an institution’s academic or administeastaff, though might also be
individuals ‘with appropriate experience from odtshigher education’ THES 26

January 1994). Three reviews (Coopers, 1993, CHE®$ and Johnstoret al, 1995) all

mentioned the personal benefits gained by acadesmogparticipated as assessors in these
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processes. Having in-house staff who understooduhéty assurance processes and

language was also an effective way of embeddingyaeems within the universities.
Despite these potential benefits, however, it wagaificant new commitment for the
universities to release senior members of stafiidertake these demanding extra

commitments during the academic year to operatguhaéty assurance system.

It was quickly realised that compliance with qualissurance requirements was not a one-
off effort but a permanent and expanding additmthe work of university staff

throughout the UK. Williams, who had moved to theQLC, commented ofthe rise of the
quality industry in institutions, a new branch afnainistration’(I: 9). Both academics and
administrators became involved in the productiomfiirmation for audits and
assessments, with ‘quality assurance officers’dpappointed at department level to co-
ordinate the process and pass the informationeoialty appointed staff in central quality
assurance units. Overall responsibility for quadisgurance was usually given to a senior
academic at vice-principal level, indicating thepmntance accorded to the role. These new
structures offered opportunities of internal proimotfor staff and external liaison with
government agencies and other academic bodieg iraphdly developing world of quality
assurance. John Brennan later recalled a convamsatihe mid-1990s with a university
administrator who described his change in statusesihe advent of teaching quality
assessment (TQA). ‘Since TQA had arrived, he caoldvalk across the campus without
being approached by academics seeking advice &nhiation connected with

forthcoming TQA events. Prior to TQA he had beensible around the institution. After

it, he was famous’ (Brennan, 2012: 7).

Interviewee 2, who had devoted a great deal of tortbe development of quality
assurance both within his university and externédithked the general expansion of quality
assurance and its associated bureaucracy withceaased central awareness of the
importance of teaching. This led in time to thevgitoof such posts as ‘Vice-Principal for
Learning and Teaching’ and the creation in somegarsities of personal chairs for
learning and teaching. In his word$hat may be just a bureaucratic thing but it shaws
greater degree of central thinking about(it’ 2). While the increased focus on teaching
was welcomed by many as one of the benefits ofitguadsurance (see chapter 12), there
were some reservations about this kind of promotfégiliams commented théthere is a
guestion about why you should be a professor becgnis've inflicted quality assurance
on your colleaguesand warned of the danger thaiality assurance can become an end

rather than a meangl. 9).
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6.2.4 Communicating quality

Another aspect of the quality ‘industry’ was thelgeration of communication between
the universities and both the Funding CouncilsldB@C as the systems of assessment
and audit developed. In an effort to gain suppantnfthe sector, the Chief Executive of
HEFCE, Professor Graeme Davies, emphasised thecCewwommitment to open
communication: ‘The Council has adopted a policyrafsparency within which it seeks
to provide institutions in the sector with the nmayim amount of information and data
relevant to its policies and its decisions’ (HEFRIE/94, para. 15.1). The archives of
HEFCE chronicle the history of quality assuranceiroulars, reports, forward plans and
consultation papers, and personal contact betweersities and the staff of HEFCE was
also important (HEFCE M2/94).

Communication with the public, including publicatiof assessment and audit reports, was
another major commitment for both HEFCE and the BE€an important aspect of the
accountability of public bodies in the new ‘audiltare’. In accordance with the Secretary
of State’s initial Letter of Guidance to the HEFCRairman (quoted in th&ssessors’
Handbook 1993, para. 3) Quality Assessment Reports owithaial subjects produced by
HEFCE were published from the outset and madealailfrom the Council at a cost of

£2, though perhaps unsurprisingly the main demanthese reports came from within the
higher education sector rather than from the pulIlHES, 1994, para. 11.9). From the
universities’ point of view handling this volume @tternal communication with the
Funding Councils and the HEQC became another demratige time of staff in the

quality units established in the universities.

It is notable that halfway through its second y#as,HEQC Secretariat Division felt it
necessary to advertise in thelESfor a ‘Head of Communications’, at a salary ofvitn
£25,000 and £35,000 per annum, who would be exgéciglay a vital role in the
development of the organisation’, including theati@n of an ‘effective communications
Strategy’. An interesting reflection on the newopities was that while applicants were
asked for ‘at least 5 years experience of workmthe field of communications...’
knowledge of higher education was described mexgelan advantageTHES December
1993).

In the early days of quality assurance, the requérg to publish information in the form

of subject assessment reports had been a sensguefor the universities. As the former
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Chief Executive of HEFCE commentéthe government wanted these subject by subject

reports ... and the institutions were very unhappyuabhat because it affected their
recruitment. And because essentially it's a bi lduying a used car, some of them would
say “if it gets a really great review you’ll sebbtis of them but if it's a Trabant nobody
wants to go there”(l: 1). The introduction of numerical scoring irttee TQA process

from 1995 and the publication of league tablesthywfonvinced the universities of the
need to persuade prospective students of the higltyjof what they were offering and
led to the growth of the marketing function in ihgions. The varying impacts of
competition on universities, staff and studentsehia@come a recurring theme in this

thesis.

Though the CVCP’s Academic Audit Unit had initiabgen more reticent about
publishing its reports, the Board of its successmty, the HEQC, decided at its first
meeting in July 1992 that its audit reports shaisb be published (Brown, 2004: 55).

6.3 The bandwagon

6.3.1 The demands of accountability

One important element of the accountability of pubbdies in the new ‘audit culture’ was
the maintenance of transparency through subjeqtiiadjty assurance activities to
evaluation and review. Boint Statement on Qualitgsued by the HEQC and HEFCE in
January 1994 indicated compliance with this commaittnboth organisations were
‘continually searching for ways in which the prages for which they are responsible can
be made more effective in achieving their objeciVoth Councils conduct periodic
evaluations’ (HEQC/HEFCE, M1/94, para. 32).

The task of evaluation brought another demandingedsion to the work of quality
assurance. The HEQC had led the way with the rdypottie Director of the AAU in 1991
and subsequently focused on quality enhancemenhanspreading of good practice,
notably through itd earning from Audiseries (HEQC, 1994 and 1996). In January 1994,
the Chief Executive of HEFCE, Professor Graeme &g\published an ‘Overview’ of the
radical changes that had occurred in the UK Higdtdrrcation sector since the Further and
Higher Education Act of 1992, in which Section tihder the aspirational titlehe Pursuit
of Quality, contained a succinct factual account of the fiestr of HEFCE’s operation and
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the processes during the first phase of qualitgssaent. As predicted from the outset, the

most striking feature of the assessment processheasheer amount of work required to
prepare for it. Though denying that it wished tapbescriptive about the contents of the

self-assessment, HEFCE nevertheless specifiedlyadamanding amount of data to be

provided (M2/94, paras 11.9 and 11.10).

In accordance with public accountability, the HEQ®@l the Higher Education Funding
Councils in England and Scotland also commissi@xernal reviews of their early
activities. A review of audit from management cdtets Coopers and Lybrand (1993)
was followed by a review of assessment from thevélsity of London Centre for Higher
Education Studies (CHES) chaired by Ron Barnet®4)9Though some benefits were
recognised, these both reported on some protesiis atcreased bureaucracy involved in
the quality assurance processes and raised questiont the costs. These were the first in
a succession of external reviews and evaluatiomgiality assurance in universities

commissioned over the next turbulent period.

6.3.2 Consultancy and advice

The academics and organisations devoting themstiubss work at a cost to the public
purse were among those gaining from public semviaeagerialism (Pollitt, 1993: 134)
and the quality assurance industry thus becamearaeof income for a new arrival on the
higher education scene whom Jenkins (1995: 158jreaf to as ‘that high priest of

Thatcherism-in-government, the management congultan

The bewilderment of many academics at the incrgasamplexity of the quality assurance
requirements provided opportunities for othersfteradvice. For example, the Open
University was quick to set up a ‘Quality Suppoan@e’ (QSC) as ‘an independent source
of information and advice on quality assurance asgessment in higher education’ (QSC,
1993: 12). The QSC also carried out research aoh ©ctober 1992, continued
publication ofThe Diges{previously produced by the research and inforomegiervice of
the CNAA) which appeared three times a year antbaoed ‘concise information on all
important publications and other significant depah@nts which have a bearing on the
quality of higher education both in the UK and meggionally’ (QSC, 1993: 12). The issue
produced in Winter 1993 reported in detail on thegpess being made in constructing new

organisations and arrangements for quality assarand a special supplement contained a
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background paper on quality management and quadgyrance in European higher

education.

6.3.3 Academic publishing and research

With quality assurance impinging dramatically oa thorking lives of academics, it was
not surprising that they soon began to write altodihe HEQC’sGuidelines on Quality
Assurancg1994) already contained a long list of publicat@nd the catalogues of
educational publishers started to include sectiomguality. As mentioned in chapter 2,
the 1990s saw a burgeoning of literature devotddeéaomplex issues surrounding quality
with journals such aQuality in Higher Education Quality Assurance in Educatipmotal
Quality Managemerdand others becoming a fertile field for reseanti @emmentary,

thus providing further opportunities for academiosler pressure to produce publications.

6.4 Parallels with industry
6.4.1 Industrial origins of quality assurance

The expression the ‘quality industry’ was aptlyread to denote the proliferation of
activity and hard work involved in implementing djtyaassurance systems in higher
education but it also had wider connotations. Tiecfples and techniques of quality
assurance originally arose in an industrial martufarg setting before being applied to
service industries and then extended to a rangeldfc services during the 19808
keeping withthe Conservative government’s policy. Morley (20038xed the origins of
quality assurance to the Japanese car industrgciedly as exemplified in the techniques

of TQM with its emphasis on zero defects and camtirs improvement.

In this context Tasker and Packham (1994) linked the Imtiaves by the CVCP to
introduce ‘quality audit’ for universities with thginciples of Total Quality Management.
They had strong reservations about the applicati@uch techniques to higher education,
commenting that the AAU ‘was transplanting the gihares and jargon of “quality
assurance” from an industrial context where they b@appropriate, to an academic
context where they are not’ (Tasker and Packha®¥:1856). In their view, the
introduction of commercial terminology into an aeadc context could be part of a
deliberate attempt by university management to gbdhe culture. ‘Those who wish to

change attitudes will often seek to encourage ddr forms of language and
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characteristic vocabulary, recognising that thoke habitually speak in a particular way

will often come to think in that way’ (Tasker anddRham, 1994: 157). Holmes (1993: 6)
recognised a change of culture accompanied bihisof ‘techno-speak’ associated with
the industrial origins of quality assurance: ‘teicjues such as TQM and BS 5750/1SO
9000, and customer care are ... becoming the buzdsaadrthe academic boards of the
1990s’. Hart (1997: 305-6) wrote of evangelicallustrialists and businessmen preaching
“total quality” to spread the gospel’ but it wasnradiately clear to most academics that
the industrial jargon of these borrowed concepts aleen to the world of teaching and
learning. Bell (1992) and Alderman (1996) among ynathers noted the inappropriateness
of such importations from the world of industryassess the complex processes of
teaching and learning. Williams was against redyitie education of students tbe

widget creation(l: 9) and Interviewee 2 resented the use ofiibowed term ‘quality

assurance’ in an educational context.

6.4.2 Graduates for industry

Since the 1980s the prosperity of universities lagln to depend on collaboration with
industry and commerce, and quality became a crigsak in the competition to earn
funding for research and to attract students tw tweirses. Figures for degree
classifications and first job destinations werduded among the package of statistics
published as indicators of quality (C3/93). Somd&loétcher’s ministers believed that one
way of imposing control on higher education wouddtb bring the universities ‘closer to
the world of business’ which they saw in ‘a goldeze’, though few of them had any
personal experience of it (Jenkins, 1995: 143). ddigical credo that the purpose of
higher education was to produce graduates withogpate knowledge and skills to
contribute to the economy was not confined to tkegdvernment. A European
Commission document of 1991 had unequivocally sudapethe expectations of higher

education in relation to employment:

‘Higher education has a vital role to play in piing a supply-led boost for
economic development and in equipping all membgtiseolabour force and
young people with the new skills needed to meetabpélly changinglemands
of European enterprise’ (European Commission, 18@morandum on
Higher Educationpara 12: 4).

Commenting on the merger of the ‘old’ universitggh the polytechnics and colleges
under the 1992 Act, Tasker and Packham (1994: a%flled that the government might

have directly intervened to promote an ‘enterpecisiéure’ in order to counterbalance the
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academic values which they saw as ‘inimical togbenomic well-being of the country’.

This instrumentalist view of education was directpposed to many of the traditional
values of universities and such criticism was radtw@wated to encourage already
demoralised academics. Griffith (1989: 52) eloglyet¢fended his conviction that ‘the
purpose of education [was] primarily to broadenithagination, to develop the skills, to
enlarge the understanding of the individual’. Hektessue with ‘the urgent necessity for
universities and polytechnics to meet the needsdafstry and commerceind ridiculed
the ‘nonsensical’ charge that UK universities waoe meeting the neead industry
(Griffith, 1989: 60). Who else, he asked, had hithéeen educating and training
graduates across all professional disciplines?erydn (1996: 178) believed that this
pressure on universities to operate ‘as part oh#tmnal wealth-creating process’ was
now excessive. He drew attention to some recuthiages in the published reports of the
1993-94 round of HEFCE subject assessments whaibated the strong industrial

influence. He noted

‘the need to relate curricula and teaching to thare employment needs of
students, the desirability of academics forgingragrlinks with employers, ...
above all, the belief that the prime responsibitityhigher-education
institutions is to produce the graduates needaddwystry’

(Alderman, 1966: 188).

The reaction of universities was neatly summetymterviewee 6:The Treasury was
thinking it was a perfectly good idea to put £6dion into the then Manpower Services
Commissiorior the Enterprise in Higher Education programmestonulate change in the
HE curriculum and learning styles, and to develofrepreneurial skills. Thisompletely
shocked universitiegl: 6). In such ways as these, an industrial caltmas infiltrating
teaching and learning to an unprecedented extent.

6.4.3 Assessment of quality

Interviewees reflected on the many difficultiesestablishing meaningful methods for
assessing higher education. Interviewee 6, a focwmg servant with experience in
developing performance indicators for educationngdrof the complexitieqost-92
universities appear to have less good quality omtes. Why? Because they take less good
students He therefore reflected thai' judge a university or to judge a department, |
suppose you need to look at the value ad@le@). This would of course mean attempting

to define starting points which would in turn ehtaking account of the social
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backgrounds and previous educational opportunatfiessudents, raising the increasingly

important equalities agendBhere was a further problem in developing comparabl
measurements of quality for different subjects. M/this might be relatively simple for
scientific and technical subjects which lent thelveseto quantifiable assessment, arts and
humanities subjects presented different challerfgasexample,iow do you do it in
history... how do you make sure it’s rigorous? Ormé&ne outside a professional
vocational course, an awful lot of time has beesnsprying to define what it is, and I'm
not sure that you can actuallfl: 6). As the founding director of QAA Scotlan8harp
criticised the limitations of a mechanistic appio&a quality assurance propounded by
‘people from a different worldivho ‘would like to see quality measured like you measur
temperature and you've got a thermometer and ygu‘¥sell today quality in higher

education is 78 and that’'s good(I: 4).

6.4.4 Teaching Quality Assessment and numerical scoring

In theorising the impact of performativity on higteglucation, Harker (1995: 32) drew
attention to Lyotard’s ideas about the rapid demelent of electronic communications
‘which [had] helped to transform the nature of kiedge and the transmission of acquired
learning’ and at the same time enabled the prooucf statistics which allowed
governments to monitor ‘the input-output equationhigher education. Development of
technology enabling the measurement of performbaadan turn led to increased demands
for accountability in a cycle referred to by Lyataas the ‘performativity principle’ and
promoted ‘the production measurement approach atitguassurance’. Harker emphasised
the importance of this in fulfilling several of tléms of quality assurance in national
higher education systems: publication of statistiesut the ‘performance’ of institutions
could contribute to accountability for the use abjic funds while allowing comparison
between universities and enabling students to magposedly informed choices.

Numerical scoring had not been used in the finshdoof teaching quality assessments and
Barnett, who conducted the first external reviewoussioned by HEFCE, had argued
against it in the belief that the initial three-é¢grading system (unsatisfactory,
satisfactory and excellent) was ‘relatively beni(@HES Report, 1994). However, the
government was deaf to these concerns and persisitsddesire for quantifiable measures
and, after a process of consultation with the secttroduced numerical scoring from the
1995-96 assessment round onwards in England. Cdigern\of classroom teaching,

originally specified as an activity for assessmerats abandoned and systems were
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adopted for the Teaching Quality Assessments &gualbject provision by departments on

a four-point scale across six ‘core aspects’ (Sa#el6.2 below) giving a maximum
possible score of 24. This was intended to enalgparison between universities across

the country.

Table 6.2: Aspects of provision for assessment from 1995, (HEFCE, C39/94)

Curriculum development, content and organisation
Teaching, learning and assessment

Student progression and achievement

Student support and guidance

Learning resources

Quality management and enhancement

HEFCE’s decision to ignore the resistance to thaerical scoring system subsequently
led to many of the difficulties in the syste@ave, Hanney and Henkel (1995) provided an
overview of the search for effective performanadicgators for the quality of higher
education, a challenge which had become even grieatee newly combined higher
education sector after 1992. As Drennan (2001: 5&@) pointed out, the fundamental
difficulty was to establish criteria to measure thuality of teaching which would require

‘a definition of ‘excellence’ in teaching and somechanisms to record and evaluate

teaching performance and innovative developments’.

Lack of information was not the problem. Ramsdéefoexecutive of the Higher
Education Statistics Agency (set up in 1993 forghgpose of compiling higher education
statistics), wrote of the difficulty of explainirig members of the public that despite the
mass of complex data collected, HESA was unabseipply ‘clear performance indicators
and league tablesTHES 28 September 1998). In retrospect, Kinman aneés)¢2003:

30) summed up the sector’s objection to the indalsipproach which reduced teaching to
‘a technology of inputs and outputs, performanckcators and managerial styles. We are

now in an industry — one where “customers” ar@itglucts!’.
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6.4.5 The ‘corporate university’

As mentioned in Chapter 4, the Jarratt report &518ad recommended making
universities more ‘corporate’ with a greater empghas finance and planning and
achieving links with industry and commerce. Subgedqlegislation had confirmed this
direction of travel. In the eyes of government leigaducation was thus equated with a
production process and the emphasis in this comatenodel was on delivering value for
money throughcost-effective teaching, scholarship and reseafrtingh quality’ (HEFCE
M2/94, para. 5.3). To compensate for the cuts imraéfunding, universities were also
expected to develop an entrepreneurial approach,anhiew onus on academics to seek
external funding, particularly for research, ofterough establishing partnerships with
industry which favoured research in scientific ameldical disciplines. Dearlove (1997: 60)
pointed out that in 1995, higher education’s totabme was about £10 billion but only
44% was provided by the Funding Councils. ‘Univiggsi have been forced to become
businesses, marketing themselves and their asgatst exporting education and
competing in the world-wide higher education indyistSome concerns were raised about
the universities’ increasing dependence on funétioig industry to increase their income,
(Tasker and Packham (1990).

6.4.6 Managerialism in universities

The crusade for efficient management in universiigel to moves from the traditional
university structures towards more centralised rgameent of a range of functions
including quality assurance, with a correspondirggease in senior non-academic posts.
As universities came to resemble businesses, Wiaaeellors were expected to assume
many of the responsibilities normally carried oytchief-executives of major companies,
not least that of leading the university senior agggement team. For example, Johnson
(1994: 376) cited an advertisement for a vice-cbfocin The Times5 May, 1994 which
specified ‘a leader skilled in policy developmentiatrategic planning’ possessing such
qualifications as ‘successful senior managemengmempce’ and ‘outstanding
communication skills’. Henkel (2000: 51) pointed that ‘managerial ability’ had been
identified in the Jarratt Report (1985) ‘as theeesigl quality for leaders at all levels in the
institution’ and the traditional academic rolesdefains and heads of department were
extended by the demands of management and adratiosirincluding performance
management of staff. A significant element in thigrusion of managerialism into the

governance of universities’ were the new structprgsn place to implement quality
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assurance systems (Harker, 1995: 37). In critigithms trend, Holmes (1993: 7) warned

that the gap between the ‘liberal and non-confarinéglition’ of academics and the
management style of industry and commerce madeppsoach very unlikely to succeed

in universities.

6.4.7 The rise of administrators

The government’s drive for efficiency in higher edtion depended on the introduction of
more sophisticated information technology needeshtsfy ‘the apparently insatiable
appetite of the Universities Funding Council anigeotcentral bodies for information of
one sort or another’ (Bryman and Cantor, 1992: 88-Quality assurance was part of this
trend as universities recruited staff qualifiechémdle the statistics and information
required for its processes. Brown (2004: 89) contetkon this extension in the power of
administrators who thus became able, if they wistetbpen the black box of academic
decision making and see to it that academics dostify the procedures (or lack of them)
that they had'.

While many academic staff were themselves involaegliality assurance procedures,
pressures of time encouraged them to delegate umregar tasks to administrators with
specific responsibilities working in special qugalitnits. One consequence of this
delegation of responsibility to specialist admiragtrs was that quality assurance became
‘an industry, a technology in its own righ&s time went on, some of the processes became
so complex that they need&dwhole army of people who [acted] as interpretarsl
mediators and facilitators(l: 10). Williams believed that this was a vacuwtmich the
administrators willingly stepped in to fill and mgnised that the resistance of most front-
line academics to becoming involved with qualitguaance had serious consequences:
‘There was a kind of Faustian pact, | think, betawvfge academics and the administrators.
The administrators said, “Look, you don’t really mtgo deal with all this stuff. Just leave
it to us: do as we tell you and we’ll get themyaffir back”... They left it... to the
administration to deal with and ... this has been ohihe major consequences of the
failure to engage by the academics: it's givendbeinistrations or management of
institutions a new lever’He regrettedthe growth of the quality industry because it took
the responsibility away from individual academicgldurned it into a bureaucratic
function rather than a professionalisatiomhich thus reduced the potential of quality
assurance to promote improvement in teaching qu@li®). Barnett similarly recognised
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the potential of this developmenb ‘reduce the power of the professionals and tbatg

back to the original inception of the quality mows(l: 8).

There was a parallel here with Fairclough’s iddasué bureaucracy, language and power
where experts in organisations gain ‘increasedrobatver people through various forms
of bureaucracy’ with a de-professionalising effectother staff (Fairclough, 1989: 211).
Those who have gained power in this way then tiynfgose ‘an ideological common
sense which dictates the organisational culturetich all must subscribe’ (Fairclough,
1989: 86). This phenomenon, observed in the comalevorld, where staff have to sign
up to a company mission statement while not acegpt$ culture (Kuenssberg, 2011), was
extended in universities to academic staff whodbliged to subscribe to the ethos of
‘quality’ and to operate bureaucratic systems d@ligpiassurance while not genuinely
believing in them. Harvey (2005: 272) observedfthstration of staff in universities
where ‘the structuring of procedures entraps the&mendorsing the “quality” of a system

where they clearly see the quality of provisionlioheag'.

6.5 Higher education as a consumer industry

6.5.1 Education Charters

In a further commercial parallel, the Thatcher Major governments regarded higher
education as a ‘product’ to be measured by ‘theesamtput and performance assessment
criteria as might be applied to the production @bds and services in a real market’
(Johnson, 1994: 375). In this scenario, ‘qualitgesined by customers. First of all you
agree what the customer wants ... then you produaetlgxvhat is wanted within the
agreed time at minimum cost’ (Munro-Faure, 1992Thjs political priority was

embodied in the Citizen’s Charter Initiative intemeéd by John Major’'s government in
1991 which attempted to extend commercial prinaijgiechoice, public information and
value for money into the public sector in an efforincrease the power of citizens as

‘consumers’ of a wide range of public services (irgton, 1994).

Separate charters covering higher and further eiduncian the four UK countries appeared
in 1993, setting out what ‘a current or prospecstigent, employer, or member of a local
council [could] reasonably expect of colleges aniyersities’ (Scottish Office Education

Department, 1993: 2). The English versibiigher Quality and Choicejotably contained
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one of the first references to students as ‘théoocusrs of higher education’ (DfE, 1993:

1). The original English document targeted othaketolders as well as students:

‘This Charter explains the standards of servicé shadents, employers and the
general public can expect from universities antegals and other bodies
involved in higher education in England’ (DfE, 1923.

For a number of reasons the education chartemsalithst, primarily because of doubts
that they had any legal force (Farrington (1994)céxding to Williamsthose student
charters were rather basic and there was no enforrg mechanism... They weren't
enforceable and nobody could remember what wasemt(l: 9). Despite these
reassurances, the universities were apprehensoré #ie risks of litigation and took care
to avoid over-specific commitments in developingitlown charters (Farrington, 1994).
Sharp believed that they had not fulfilled theitgrdial becausehe students were
frightened to push it too far because of the respulities angle and the universities were

frightened to push it too far because of rightsit&ind of fell between two stools: 4).

The universities nevertheless had to adopt a nmrerercially orientated perspective

with a greater focus on satisfying the needs df thestomers. Farrington (1994: 133) also
accepted that ‘the relationship between institugtiand their students is one in which issues
of quality are of fundamental importance’ and iclsa culture, Pring (1992: 18)
commented that ‘market forces define as well aspte standards for the consumer
always knows best. Quality is that which pleasescttnsumer’. Measurement of quality
was a crucial element of this market philosophyc@sirmed by Hart's observation (1997:
295) that ‘quality of provision’ had become ‘thery¢heme-song or anthem of John
Majorism and the Citizen’s Charters’. Quality assure mechanisms could thus be
construed as a defence of consumer interestsyweyithe fulfilment of student

expectations and the achievement of value for money

From a Scottish perspective, Masters did not tkiwak the charters were necessarily the
major influence in promoting the students’ desaerhore influence but by the mid-1990s,
although not already paying fees, they were unidantial pressure and they were already
becomingmore demanding of what they got ... more interestexttually what they were
getting out of university'This meant thatmhore students were haviaggreater input into
what was actually happeningl: 5) and more attention was being paid to thiegws. This
changing culture had later important repercussomnthe relationship between teachers

and students.



112

6.5.2 Quality assurance as a marketing tool

One of the stated aims of quality assessment waotade prospective students with
information to guide their decisions about wherd aat subjects to study and it was a
short step from there to the universities adoptiragketing strategies to attract students.
Fairclough (1993) used higher education as an ebatapllustrate what he called ‘the
marketization of public discourse’. He demonstrdted/ universities, under pressure to
operate as ‘businesses’, were having to embrapgeebtional’ or ‘consumer’ culture, and
academic staff were obliged to conform to this pcachowever alien it might seem to
them. This trend towards ‘the colonizing of higkducation discourse by advertising’
(Fairclough, 1993: 143) contributed to the growtlc@mpetition within the higher
education sector inevitably fuelled by the transfaof TQA scores into league tables

which from 1995 onwards were published by the media

6.6 Summary

This chapter has traced the rapid growth of thdityuandustry’ in universities during the
1990s and illustrated the aptness of the term nwe&pthe range and volume of work
generated by activities associated with qualityiesce. It has also demonstrated how
externally imposed quality assurance measures lepant of the new pressure on
universities to become more ‘business-like’, witeajer emphasis on financial controls
and performance measurement, while the resultiogase in centralised management and
growth of bureaucracy entailed a shift in powenfracademics to administrators.
Numerical performance indicators were introducech&asure the quality of education in
terms of productivity, while at the same time, goweent policy obliged universities to
promote the quality of their ‘products’ in an inasingly competitive market. Use of the
term ‘quality industry’ took on a pejorative sen'sex tons of paper a year and £250,000
worth of photocopying is the most obvious sign diuge growth industry in universities:
quality assessmentThe Guardian Educatiqr25 January 1994).



113

CHAPTER 7: THE QUALITY DEBATE

‘Apart from finance, questions of ‘Quality’ and ‘@auntability’ are inevitably going to be
the principal themes in the higher education potiepate in future yearglLoder, 1990: xi).

7.1 Introduction: Quality assurance phase 1, 1992-95

Quiality assurance was described as the most ‘comtisrarea of higher education policy’
to confront the sector as a result of the 1992heurand Higher Education Act (Watson,
1995: 326). This chapter demonstrates how the coettsies over the implementation of
guality assurance in universities grew to the ediest they occupied, in Alderman’s
words, ‘the very epicentre of the debate aboufuh&e of higher education in Britain’,
(Alderman, 1996: 178). Introducing complex recogdamd reporting systems affecting
academics at all levels in the midst of major dtrtad change to the whole sector was
never going to be simple. The new arrangementguality assurance were implemented
in autumn 1992 and before the end of the year thascalready press comment that
‘Quality Assurance arrangements are going wromgl£S 11 December 1992). This
albeit hasty judgement gave the newspaper an apptyto initiate a ‘quality debate’

which was to be a source of headlines for yeac®toe. Quality was news.
7.1.1 A state of shock

As implementation of the quality assurance régioioued, academics’ initial reaction
was shock at the speed with which they had beeulfexigby the tsunami of new activity
surrounding quality assurance. Looking back toettudy days, Interviewee 2 commented
that'it’s difficult to remember what an incredible shoihe coming of the university
assessment initially wa#l: 2). A decade later, Deborah Cameron still recalledsheprise
on returning to the UK in the early 1990s aftereaqd overseas to hear critical remarks
about academics’ teaching being expressed witle@song frequency by politicians and
others. This conflicted with her perception thatit&in’s system of higher education was
by most measures successful at what it did’ (Camet003: 138). Using an industrial
analogy, Knight (1993: 9) wondered at the degreeootern about quality when all the
statistics for higher education were indicatingcass: ‘if British entrepreneurs were as
successful as higher education, then we would kieg@éWhat recession?” ’. Trow (1994
31) took a stronger line, commenting on the ‘exulatary focus in government policy on
“quality” in higher education’ when no major probie had been observed ‘in this

century’. In short, to many academics the radieldims seemed excessive — a wholesale



114
takeover of universities’ autonomy when in thegwithere was little evidence of the need

for such intervention.

It was therefore not surprising that negative eastagainst quality assurance from the
universities were strong. As a former civil servdnterviewee 6 recalled that was

hugely resisted ... Both the politicians and tha@aecivil servants came under pressure
from senior academics: “We’'re professional peope,ve been doing it for hundreds of

years, go away” kind of thindl: 6).

7.2  What were they objecting to?

Interviewee 10 gave two obvious answers to thistoe: ‘because the universities prized
their autonomy and were not aware of major problevitkin the systen{l: 10). The
spectrum of objections ranged from issues of ppiedio specific points about the effects
of quality assurance on the daily lives of academiitis diversity of reaction was
summed up by Williams who had moved in 1992 fromAAU to become Director of the
Quality Assurance Group of the HEQ@was a temperamental thing; it was a sense of
professional self-awareness, or lack of self-awassnit was about traditional views of
the academic world; it was about hostility to gaweent, in particular the Conservative
government; it was a way of sort of fighting bacKl: 9).

7.2.1 Loss of academic autonomy

As universities saw it, the threats to their autog@ncompassed not only new financial
controls but ministerial intervention in internaatters including the freedom of individual
academics to teach and research their own subietskstone understood that universities
greatly resented the notion thatinisters sitting in a government departmentnwre

likely their officials, would be telling universas what to do(l: 7). The new hegemony
brought its own vocabulary, to the extent thatrivieavee 6 advocated the need to limit the
potential for quality assurance to be used as stnuiment to increase political control:
‘there is a risk that quality control can slip intbought control’(l: 6). One of the factors
that induced the most hostility was the lip-servdoenmonly paid in legislation,
government guidance and political speeches to m®td academic autonomy and the right
of universities to manage their own affairs, a e#pd mantra which frequently turned out
to be completely at odds with the rest of the doeninor speech.
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7.2.2 Professional intrusion

From a professional point of view, individual acades resented the feeling that they were
under inspection. As Farrington (1994: 1) put\irtually everything they do, from using
the telephone to writing a book is now subjecti detailed scrutiny’. Kelly well
understood academics’ reaction to this new sitnatibich amounted tsuddenly putting

a spy in the classroom, as it were, and hackles atut that(l: 3). Williams agreed that

a degree of hostility was only to be expectéethink inevitably once you stand there
looking at teachers and assessing them, then thandig is not going to be very friendly’

(I: 9).

From personal experience, Interviewee 2 gave a\gwature of academics’ reactions to
the demands of quality assurance introduced jost abolition of the binary line. The pre-
92 universities had never experienced this degre&ternal control:TQA interfered with
people’s lives more than any subsequent proceskatiduse it went into every school and
every departmentfrom a purely technical point of view, academmsd the unfamiliar
vocabulary and reporting mechanisms confusing aetevant:'we had never thought
about them, we didn’t particularly want to thinkalt them, they were of no great value to
us’ (I: 2).

A further possible explanation for resistance taldqy assurance procedures was offered
by Masters, who suggested that academics’ prediectabentment of intrusion might be
accompanied by lack of confidence about their ghiéi respond to the demands of
teaching the greatly increased numbers and diyevsgtudents now attending universities
particularly in times of financial stringencyasically all you’'d done is build bigger
lecture theatres, you hadn’t actually changed wjat were doing{l: 5).

7.2.3 Complexity of higher education

A major cause of disharmony during the 1990s wasstieer complexity of the greatly
enlarged UK higher education sector (Trowler (1998 ever-lengthening lists of
acronyms accompanying literature of this perioceeded the labyrinth of new structures
and the multiplicity of organisations with diffetemerarchies and competing interests.

As future employers of graduates, professionalstatlitory bodies had a crucial interest in
the quality of education in their specialities @sdtime passed, their growing requirements

exerted ‘a significant and powerful external infige on the quality and standards of
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provision in virtually all HEIs’ (Parry, 2002: 4Jhese relationships were particularly

important for the post-92 universities many of whatfered mainly vocational courses
and this dimension of their work inevitably addedte number of different quality
assurance processes. The processes by which thewee curricula and courses for the
purpose of accreditation were accepted as an éslsgatt of quality assurance but were
inevitably resented when they duplicated the ogix¢éernal processes of audit and
assessment. Interviewee 10 agreed that there we&renany competing regulators each
having a slightly different kind of methodolo@y10).

A report from PA Consulting (2000: 14) demonstrateelresults of this increasing
complexity over time, as illustrated by Figure 2:

‘The relationships between stakeholders and Hifid,between stakeholders
themselves, are often fragmented, unco-ordinatddresular. There was a
distinct lack of the mutual understanding on wHieltter accountability
arrangements could be built. This in turn, has geed duplication and/or
unjustified data requirements, intrusive checks mmitbial misunderstandings’.

Figure 2: Stakeholders in the Higher Education Sector (PA Consulting, 2000: 14)

Political
Fiduci

Sponsors
CE CVCP SCOP FEEC, TTA

Staff
NATEHE, AUT
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v
: Employers \
CBI etc

Permission to reproduce this figure has been graue PA Consulting Group Limited.

The universities and individual academics had dnliugtruggle to satisfy the diverse and
increasing demands of so many stakeholders witlrskvinterests in quality. Barnett

(1992) was struck by the challenge for the systenesponding to the voices of the many
groups including students, parents and employéexptessing their own views about the

quality of education.
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7.2.4 Unsuitable methodology

There were vociferous objections to the inappraeness of applying quantitative
measurement to teaching, especially in the absgindear criteria for what made ‘good’
quality. Pring (1992: 10) criticised this approachich he saw as ‘increasingly modelled
on that of industry’ and required ‘the adoptiorbakiness practice’. Trow (1994: 14-15)
condemned the assessment of both teaching andaleseaproducts of a government
desire to assess the strengths and weaknesses@fsitres in purely financial terms — ‘to
find or create a ‘bottom line’ that performs thadtion of a profit and loss sheet for
commercial business’. Hart (1997: 295) agreedttiiatconcept of quality which had
originated in industry could have an adverse efbechigher education. Harvey and Knight
(1996: 68) also criticised this ‘economic, utilisar approach’ which took no account of
‘the outcomes of the learning process itself’ whilehnson (1994: 378) deplored the fact
that this kind of measurement had become ‘an olses$the present government, a

litany recited with unreflecting dogmatism day day out’.

The announcement by HEFCE (C39/94) that the awiatttedowest grade (1) for the
1995/96 round of assessments might lead to a ‘wgrpotentially resulting in a
withdrawal of funding was flagged up by GriffitlfHIES,18 November 1994) as a source
for further anxiety about the scoring system. Btr(ie8) saw this as a possible first step
towards implementation of the link between quadityl funding that had been announced
in legislation and guidance (FHEA 1992 and HEFCE@ar 3/93) but not yet

implemented in England.

The involvement of serving academics complied whnaccepted academic principle of
‘peer review’. Williams (I. 9) had praised the gtyabf the original AAU auditors, and
subsequently Interviewee 10, from his knowledgthefaudit processes under the HEQC,
mentioned that the auditomsere relatively high-powered individualg’/ho conducted a
wide-ranging discussion with academics which deédea very powerful kind of model

(I: 10). However, audit reports identified some cam about the ongoing supply of
‘suitable people’ to serve as auditors (Cooper8318), and in relation to assessors there
had been reports of a ‘lack of professionalism’ E£3;11994: 22). Were they sufficiently
well-qualified in their subjects to pass judgemamtheir peers? Did they understand the
culture of the institutions they were assessingytkbelieved thatthere was a massive
problem of quality control of assessofk’3). Interviewee 1 agreed thiéte biggest point
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of question was often about the quality of the tawsdli, an idea echoed by Williams who

detected &ather conceited or disparaging de haut en basrapgh’ (I: 9).

Drawing on his own experience as an assessor, Ak®e(1996: 187) voiced specific
criticisms which explained some of the controvessiaused by this system: the criteria for
the scoring system were not revealed; the trainfrassessors was in his view ‘grossly
inadequate’; and the intrusive nature of the qoastpromoted ‘a culture of compliance’,
reinforced by the imposition of a ‘gagging clausdiich prevented assessors from public
discussion of the assessment process. For hisBaartett doubted that the assessors’
methodologywas sophisticated enough to allow them to ... lisbeaind appreciate

exactly what an institution was and then evaluatnd then come out with a judgement on
a numerical scale such that a 4 in one place mdansame or was it meant to be different
from a 4 in another place™Me feared thatdnce one started to identify different criteria,
once one started to assign numbers to differeterta, then one would be into league
tables, one would be into a punitive public scewigti 8), a prediction which soon proved

all too true.

7.2.5 The bureaucratic burden

Part of the hostility to quality assurance arosenfthe fact that these external demands
were being imposed on universities in additiorh®internal administrative processes
which were increasing during this period as pathefmanagement reforms. Wagner
(1993: 274) reported on the results of a surveyigldd in theTHESof 21 January 1993

in which 82% of vice-chancellors had criticised #ieangements as ‘too bureaucratic’.
The main objections centred on ‘the time and aosblved, the methodology, the
guidelines for self-assessment and the inexperiehttee inspectors’ all of which became
recurring themes in the catalogue of protests (Wa$893: 281). Similar protests arose in
Scotland where both assessors and universities eotechon the time required to compile
and to read the information and advocated gretdadardisation of the documentation:
one departmental return had ‘required a wheelbatoogeliver it to the SHEFC offices’
(Johnstonet al., 1995: 12).

Williams sympathised with the universities’ reaatipointing out the particular burden of
individual subject assessments where a large wityasffering up to 60 subjects could be
subjected to several reviews each year over theseaf the of the 7-year cycle in

England. I'm not surprised they got cross about it... Becabsy were different teams
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they always asked the same people the same quediopeless. | had every sympathy

with them’(l: 9).

The post-92 universities were already familiar witls kind of regulatory approach and it
was argued with some justification that the kindloEumentation required by quality
assurance systems (e.g. course outlines and amamitoring reviews, external

examiners’ reports and student evaluations) caadanably have been expected to be
produced by all universities as a matter of routkh@wever, this was by no means the case
for some of the older universities so it was a aersble administrative task for them to
develop these systems from scratch in time fofiteequality audits and subject
assessments. Interviewee 2 recalled the unwelceatisation thatquality assurance
requires an awful lot of work on the part of thesa®d, really an awful lof(l: 2).

However, Interviewee 3 commented thhe dishonesty was to claim that this was an
inevitable consequence of the system. It wasnitast catch-up. They’d never done the job
before and they hadn’t got ifl: 3). Whatwasjustified in his view was academics’
increasing resentment of the inexorable repetitioihe assessment cycles. In Williams’
view, doubts that the members of the visiting assest teams could adequately digest the
information contained within theHousands and thousands and thousands of documents
assembled for audit and assessment only servedreeaise the resentment of those who

had been involved in assembling it (I: 9).

Some efforts were made to limit the bureaucratidén. As Sharp (I: 4) pointed out, the
strain of producing the information was greatlyuegld once the progressive introduction
of reliable IT systems into universities enableg ithiformation to be generated, transmitted
and stored electronically. And to some extent thas discretion to moderate the burdens.
Masters understood the importance of preventingaasgssment system from being
overwhelmed by bureaucracyhe key issue was the peer review not the bureaycr

which surrounded it{l: 5). His committee therefore consciously attempted doice the
number of forms. Nevertheless, the bureaucratiddsubecame and remained one of the

major complaints made by a chorus of voices abdmtiemands of quality assurance.

7.2.6 Audit and assessment: duplication of processes

As predicted, the universities’ resentment of gyalssurance mechanisms was
exacerbated by the overlap between the twin presesisaudit and assessment which

operated in parallel, each making demands for mé&pion, each requiring preparation for
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visits and each delivering judgements which wodldc the universities’ future and

reputation. Though audit (overseen by the HEQC)ded on systems at institutional level
and assessment (administered by the Funding Celiegidmined the teaching of
individual subjects, duplication in the documerttatrequired was inevitable, not to
mention the double stress of repeated visits.

Gordon (1993: 18-19) described the confusion cabgddo systems ‘operated by
different bodies, using different methodologies aadking different outcomew/hich
inevitably had potential to cause ‘considerablefesion amongst academics about the
distinctive contribution of each process and/orghsuing benefitsAs Sharp explained,
think over that phase, '92 to 97, there was anesessary burden because as well as the
Funding Councils’ TQA you had the HEQC doing tfaidits. It really was a double
whammy’(l: 4). Resistance to this dual burden became the maursfotcthe objections
during the first phase of quality assurance. (Wagh@93) and Farrington (1994: 97) drew
attention to ‘pressures for the processes to béowed as a more effective use of
resources’. Press comment pointed out that cong#isvith these requirements was
accompanied by ‘the mutterings and curses of fatextrand angry academic staff who
[saw] their teaching and research being progrelsshaampered’ The Guardian

Education 25 January 1994).

7.2.7 Costs of quality assurance

In addition, there were inevitable objections te #uditional costs of the new quality
assurance arrangements. Wagner (1993: 282) hattgaat that for the vast majority of
institutions involved, the outcome of the audit @sdessment exercises would be ‘a single
worded judgement’, while funding allocations fodythe other ten to fifteen percent (i.e.
those awarded ‘excellent’ or ‘unsatisfactory’) wa e influenced by the judgement.
These early predictions of complaints about cogtieviulfilled, and vice-chancellors
appeared justified in challenging the quality asaae system when the number of subject
assessments graded ‘unsatisfactory’ turned oue infnitesimal® While acknowledging
that the achievement of quality would inevitablgun costs, Green (1993: 11) warned that
‘it cannot be in the interests of any stakeholtiat the aggregate costs of accountability
exceed the benefits’, while Knight (1993: 11) amjtieat ‘the assessment of teaching

needs itself to be assessed in value-for-moneystefrom his position as head of a

® The number of ‘unsatisfactories’ awarded in qyaissessments between 1992-95 amounted to just 1.3%
Brown (2004: 76).
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research council, Amann (1995: 479) called foretaded cost-benefit analysis of the

contemporary culture of audit and accountability’.

Sir Michael Thompson, vice-chancellor of Birmingh&miversity estimated the cost of
the double audit and assessment process to therledhcation sector as £130m per year
and questioned whether this was a justifiable diskeosector’'s resourceSHIES,21 May
1993). In similar vein, some universities in Scotlagueried ‘whether the investment of
time and effort ... was really justified by the valofthe outcome’ (Johnstore al1995:

2). Another aspect was the lack of incentives endisstem, even in Scotland where
achievement of an ‘excellent’ grade was initialtyvarded by a 5% increase in funding for
extra places. Sir David Smith, Principal of EdinddutJniversity, complained that the extra
places granted as a reward to a department ingdchtivorth only about £30,000 in cash
terms in 1994, were not sufficient to provide aceintive®. The House of Lords once again
became an outlet for lively protests by champidrth® universities. In a debate about the
impacts of the first year of quality assurance,ghestion of unreasonable costs featured
prominently. Lord Annan revealed that for the ntesent assessment in the University of
Edinburgh, ‘the university had to submit documemesghing well over a hundredweight.
Two hundred people prepared them at a total cosigbt man years in staff time and the
photocopies required cost £3,500’ (Hansard, Hofi$®m@ls debate, 6 December 1993).
He complained that ‘at the very moment when unitiesshave been screwed financially
and need every penny to keep teachers in postemednch on the boil, a vast new
administrative burden has been put on their shosilgled removes what money they can
cobble together for teaching and forces the teadiogoecome low grade administrators’.
The Higher Education Minister, Baroness Blatch,egavdismissive response to complaints
about the costs of quality control: ‘the cost appda be 0.5 per cent or less of the average
public funding for the activity. That compares withal annual spending on higher
education of more than £5 billion’ (Hansard 6 Debeml1993: 9). In comparison with this
total, the costs were thus ‘relatively small’. Thititude was certainly at odds with the
prevailing demands for audit and transparency@émtlanagement of public funds.

A further cause for resentment was the governm@n&ssure on the universities to deliver
value for money. For many academics the paradogmaland to improve quality against a
background of higher student numbers and reducindihg seemed unreasonable and

unachievable. Lord Annan protested that there ‘m@perfect connection between money

® This system of reward was never adopted in England
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and academic quality, but there must be some ctiondaetween the two. If laboratories

are so crowded that students cannot get into pedsfiif libraries are so destitute of basic

books for courses, what kind of education can stigdget?’ (Hansard, 6 December 1993).

7.2.8 Assessment to ‘inform funding and reward excellence’

The importance of the research funding awardeddtitiitions from 1985 had encouraged
universities, departments and individual acadenagsioritise research over teaching. The
proposal in the 1992 Act to link quality assessnvaittt funding by offering financial
incentives to departments achieving ‘excellenttemtucing the funding of departments
rated ‘unsatisfactory’ was intended to redresslihiance. The key guidance document for
the implementation of quality assessment (HEFCB)3iterated the idea that ‘the
maintenance and enhancement of quality’ could beeaed by relating funding to the
Council’'s assessment of teaching quality. The ¢lutinform funding and reward
excellence’, (M2/94 para 11.6) was accompanied thyeat that funding would be
removed from substandard provision. According tdlig¥ns, in the early stagethe
logistical, practical lever has been through thermay (I: 9) and it was claimed that this
financial link was already having ‘a significantpact on institutions’ attitudes to quality
and quality control in teaching’ (Coopers, 1993: 4)

On the other hand initial objections from acadenticthe principle and practice of this
policy continued. They opposed the idea that ‘qualould legitimate reductions in
funding and more central control’ (Harvey, 20057R&nd questions were raised about
how this link between assessment of teaching amdirfig could be implemented,
(Wagner,1993, Tasker and Packham, 1994, Johnséd, Yarke, 1995). Masters agreed
with the Scottish Funding Council’s policy of awengl a small percentage of additional
funds to departments achieving ‘excellerithere should be some financial benefit from
an institution being judged as being good at teagh(l: 5) and in the first cycle of quality
assessments in Scotland, awards ceremonies weré&halark this achievement.
However, this practice was discontinued in 1994mihe number of funded places was
capped by the Funding Councils and this policy ma&ager implemented in England.
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7.3 A spectrum of reactions

Many academics thus objected on principle to gawemt interference in the universities
and, at a practical level, to the impact of quadisgurance requirements on their working
lives and they expressed their opposition in aerpif ways.

7.3.1 Defiance

This chapter has cited vociferous and persistejeictibns by academics to external
attempts to impose accountability on universitiestigh the medium of quality assurance
and indeed some interviewees agreed that thesetagfdr. Interviewee 6 commented
that even in the late 1990s some academics wéreastiplaining about such measures as
the requirement to state learning outcomes sayuegknow what we’re going to do, we
don’t need to write it dowr(l: 6). Despite having some sympathy with acadsimic
arguments, Blackstone was critical of the attitafleome‘rather arrogant institutions’

who simply claimedwe’re too grand for anybody outside to look at whee're doing’(l:

7).

7.3.2 Pragmatism

A more pragmatic reaction by many was to accepirtéatability of quality assurance,
even reluctantly, and to adopt a kind of cynicahpbance in its implementation. Barnett
agreed that there wasidespread cynicism and by and large people wdlyghe game’
which entailed complying with the detailed ruledlué quality assurance systems, however
unnecessary they might se€iirhe sector has paid lip-service to those sorts of
requirements, it's ‘gone through the hoops’, ‘jurdmever the hurdles’, to use whatever
metaphor one wants, and compli€¢d’8). A more positive kind of pragmatism was
described by Interviewee 2, who had become clasghyved in the operation of quality
assurance in his own university and within the wkxtor, despite having personal
reservations about it. He explained that once loecafleagues in similar positions had
decided it was inescapable, tHeyght as well get as much good as they could éitt o
and he had found that this pragmatic attitude haghghim a lot ofcred’ among his

colleagues (I: 2).
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7.3.3 Playing the system

There was evidence of different reactions at déifietevels. Senior academics in particular
came to understand the strategic importance foutineersities of receiving good audit

and assessment reports, particularly after 1995t numerical scoring system led to
the inevitable publication of league tables. Acoogtly, they quickly learned to play the
system. Williams attributed the origin of game-phayto the innatelyinspectorial
approach’of the TQA.'It was perceived to be threatening, it was therefio be

subverted and up to a point it was subverted,ikhquite cleverly, by all the old tricks

that one was told about like if the assessors weming you made sure your weakest

lecturer was at a conference in Australia(l:’9).

7.3.4 Evasion

From his professional position in the world of qiyghssurance, Williams observed that
many academics tried to dissociate themselves irdifihe general run of the mill didn’t
want anything to do with it ... There was no realensthnding amongst most of the
academic community about what quality assurance ivagcame merely a series of
hoops (I: 9). He felt this was a lost opportunity, asl dnterviewee 10 who regretted that
many of the policy makers — senior academics, dinyvice-chancellors — did not
understand the potential of quality assurance ieae improvement in addition to being
an instrument of regulation. They wénet really interested in quality. They don’t
understand it, they don’t think it's importart: 10).

7.4 Modes of resistance

7.4.1 The scholarship of opposition

Predictably, many academics resorted to print press their resistance, using their skill
in argument and power of rhetoric to attack bothghactical aspects of quality assurance
systems and its underlying principles and theofesm the early 1990s onwards much of
the academic literature described in Chapter Gaasgb the quality ‘industry’ represented a
kind of ‘scholarship of opposition’ in which booksd journal articles about quality were
peppered with scholarly allusions and colourful apéirs in order to bolster their

arguments.
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Sometimes commentators constructed highly elaberétques of the theory and methods
of quality assurance. In a public lecture in 19mfessor Ron Amann (1995: 468)
combined his specialist knowledge of Soviet scigmuey and subsequent experience as
Chief Executive of the Economic and Social Rese@utincil, to construct an extended
parallel between Soviet central planning systenas‘éae growing managerial pressures in
the public sector in Britain’, of which quality asance was an important feature. Hart
(1997: 297) ridiculed the reduction of value judgens to an emphasis on ‘the best buy’
which resembled a customer declaring that he haidhiig money’s worth’ from a
performance oKing Lear, or taking the concept of quality to mean that 2dad’s
Requiemsay, has more to offer the listener... than theayeadvertising jingle’. In his
scathing criticism of the ‘qualitymongers’, he casted the adoption of quality assurance
as a ‘technology’ to be scientifically applied betmeasurement of education with the
thoughtful, value-based judgements of literature te arts offered by such critics as Eliot
and Leavis. He ended his article with a highlyrgatl mock report on Wittgenstein’s
teaching style by an imaginary TQA assessor obsgilectureThe most striking
example of the use of humour as a weapon in thewayrof opposition from the 1990s
onwards was Professor Laurie Taylor's well-knowrelalg column in thefHESsatirising
life in the post-92 University of Poppleton. Thedhies, practices and jargon of quality
assurance frequently featured in the exchanges @aoast of familiar characters such as
Professor Lapping, Head of Media Studies, JamigéftgrDirector of Corporate Affairs,
the often absent Dr Piercemuller and the long-suiifesecretary, Maureen who

shouldered most of the work of the department.

7.4.2 Undermining impact

Although universities had no choice but to complthvthe system, some institutions and
individual academics did what they could to underthe practical effects of quality
assurance. One way of doing this was to avoid ¢gpation on reports. An interviewee
who had served as a lay member on the governing dioa university described the
resistance he had encountered to the idea of diondeing taken in response to a quality
report on departments. His questiongll what happens now? Where’s the action plan?’
(I: 6) were greeted with blank faces and eventelalctant agreement to come back with
another report in six months time. Another areeesfstance was the slowness with which

some universities embraced the idea of introdustaff training as a way of improving
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university teaching. Recalling that he himself had ‘virtually no training in how to

teach, literally half a day’Interviewee 2 reported that the idea that stadiutd attend
training was takefvery cynically by most staff members for a lomgeti(l: 2) and
although it was in theory compulsory, the requiratited rarely been enforced by his
university until very recently. Williams explainéloe frustration he had felt later as
Director of the QAA:nobody wants to be either ‘developed’ or accoutgab They
couldn’t avoid the accountability but they've daerything they possibly could to avoid

development, apart from the enthusiasts of whone tlvere a few but not mang: 9).

7.5 Why academics lost the argument

7.5.1 Lack of resistance

Though many academics thus demonstrated their oo quality assurance in a
number of ways, some commentators expressed sugirike relative lack of opposition.
Johnson (1994: 371) detected ‘no sign of an ugisirthe besieged ivory towers’. Barnett
drew attention to the fact thahere was no systematic resistance by the sectanvéwmle.

It was quite extraordinary that the universitiesseemed to go along with all of this
Rather than focusing on the resistance by acadehecsuggested, the important question
should béhow do we account for that compliance of the s&ctowhy did they provoke
so little response and so little resistance? Beeause didn’t see vice-chancellors
marching down Whitehall, or the equivalent, or elabying together, not very seriously,

or writing furious letters en masse to the newspsipé: 8).

7.5.2 Force majeure

A primary reason for the lack of successful oppositvas political: the government was
firmly in control. Quality assurance remained a kégment of higher education policy and
the Education Acts of 1998 and 1992 had creategdier to implement it. In their public
speeches and writings, Ministers continued to Whagjuality drum as, for example, when
the Education Secretary, John Patten, set outgianor higher education ihe Times

of 6 December 1993 under the headline ‘Only qualty save universities’. His clear

message was that universities must continue expansiit not at the expense of standards.
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While rejecting arguments about costs, the govemimvas equally unsympathetic to

complaints about the bureaucratic burdens of quasisurance. In a scathing reply in the
House of Lords debate mentioned above, BaronesshBiailfully diverted responsibility
for any shortcomings in the quality assurance systen to the HEQC and the Funding
Councils (Hansard, 6 December 1993). She spikedrihersities’ guns by announcing
that the government had already asked the two aggetacdraw up proposals to ‘minimise
duplication and bureaucracy’ while any concernsualite quality of the assessors must be
referred to the vice-chancellors themselves whoreadmmended them for appointment.
Reverting finally to the familiar mantra, she regied the government’s total commitment
‘to the principle of academic autonomy and to fingeuniversities from bureaucratic
constraints as far as possible’ but followed ughwaibh uncompromising reminder that
‘academic autonomy does not remove the need fausatability’. Game, set and match to

the government.

Some of the interviewees for this study believeat tihen faced with the imposition of
guality assurance the universities had had littieice but to conform. Kelly understood
the government’s threathat if you don’t regulate yourselves we shall isgpoegulation

on the universitiésand even if this had beea bluffing exercise’in practical terms there
was no choice (I: 3). Sharp thought that the ma@sgure was financial: the universities
now felt dependent on the new Funding Couneusich were going to dish out the money’
and the threat of a link between quality assuramcefunding remained (I: 4). Williams
also recognised that bowing to the external impezatould be in the universities’ own
interest:'the university cannot ignore what’s imposed fromtside, whether that's good or
bad: it has to come to terms with it. And a semsibliversity of course will want to do as
well as it can’(1: 9).

7.5.3 Public accountability

In this political context it was impossible for thaiversities to deny the government’s case
for introducing quality assurance as a means obsimg public accountability on higher
education. Kelly argued that it was entirely readiea to expect universities to be
accountable for their spending of public fun@sy other position would have been
untenable given the developments in other secfbr8) Though universities might be
differently constituted from other services, theses no justification for them to be exempt

from scrutiny.It simply isn’t good enough to pour all this pubfunding into universities
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and simply say we trust you to do a good job ...rRer the reason that quality assessment

could have been a force for good was because udirbaccountability into the process. It
meant that you couldn’t just take the money andeadd year what you did this year: you
had to monitor and account for what you were dofitg3). Another ex-civil servant also
found‘not difficult at all the notion that governmentahd be interested in the efficiency
of higher education and in the outcomes, includingployability’(l: 6). Blackstone saw
this as part of general move towards greater regulation of pulyliinded institutions
which was something | don’t think one can displiteare’s money going into it.... And in
a sense you can argue why not universities toolwlere in receipt of public funding?’

(I: 7). For Interviewee 1, quality assurance, asg of measuring the quality of teaching,
was'‘a very important plank in the sidewalk of accoubilidy. Cash comes out, you get

paid for doing this, are you accountablg?’ 1).

7.5.4 Strong central management

From an operational point of view it was hard toumieffective opposition. Within the
first year, the Funding Councils and the HEQC haxv@d themselves both structurally
and operationally prepared for the tasks of assestsand audit. The complexity and
frequency of the new demands came as a shockgydarty to the pre-92 universities, but
almost before they knew it, they found themsehaggbt up in the system. Blackstone
pointed out the importance of leadership from tgeit influencing academics’ reactions
to quality assurancdf whoever is running an institution is wholly opged to changes of
that sort that will infect the culture. If on théher hand they’re wholly in favour of it, the
reverse: it will help to create a culture that aptethat this is something you do and it

isn’t as bad as people make o(it' 7).

University leaders might have particular institn@breasons to favour the changes. The
disciplines of quality assurance could become aagament tool to help them to gain

more control over uncooperative staff in the fateeducing resources. By the same token,
critical assessments could act as useful motivdtorgromoting change. Barnett
mentioneda certain quietness on the part of managers beealisthe moves that the
government has made have simply given managersandrenore levers to manage and

control their turbulent academicgl: 8).
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7.5.5 Consultation with the higher education sector

The leaders of HEFCE had realised the importan@evolving academics in consultation
about the processes of quality assurance in art éffdefuse opposition. Interviewee 1
gave a revealing description of the proceadot of it was done by putting together groups
of people from the sector and saying ‘how do yanktthis should be done®ne response
from academics was cleainsofar as the older universities were concernéd,was not
based upon peer review they would be deeply aditate upset’.Care was therefore
taken to ensure that they would be assessed bypbetis rather than a body of external
inspectorsiYou essentially got the peers to invent the peerew. And they bought into
that. It wasn’t a group of us sitting in Bristol endarkened room with a wet towel round
our heads inventing a system. It was saying yoa sector need to be involved in setting
up the process because you're going to have todakeership of it’ (I: 1). Masters
described a similar situation in Scotland. Thoughihtroduction of quality assessment
was a statutory obligationthe way they did it was very much left to the Fngdtouncil.
We consulted, we decided that it should be a pmgew process similar to how research
worked. So it would be peers making judgementsyiha the first point(l: 5). He was
also very keen that the assessment process shatb@come just a paper exercise and
tried to reduce the bureaucracy involvest the end of the day the key issue was the peer
review and not the bureaucracy which surrounded.ifThe idea of doing a quality
assessment purely based on input data was aligretavhole concept of ifl. 5). Kelly

also referred to the introduction of quality assesst in Scotland:What it depended on
was the ability of the Funding Council both to ktio the script and to win round the
universities to do it. They had to do both jobgythad to be diplomatic about {f: 3). A
report by McNay on the revised assessment methoatiuced from April 1995
emphasised that its changes also been based dmithegs from extensive consultation’
(HEFCE, M1/97: 3). HEFCE was satisfied that the e®to universal visiting, the set of
Six core aspects of provision, the four-point assest scale and the graded profile had
been introduced ‘as a result of strong support frleensector’. So although the changes
had given rise to much negative reaction, ProfeBserd Watson, then Chair of HEFCE's
Quality Assessment Committee, believed that thewaitative processes undertaken by
HEFCE in the development of quality assurance systeflected a ‘genuine desire to
engage with institutions in dialogue’ which undaediy eased the implementation process
(Watson, 1995: 330).



130
Despite such attempts to encourage co-operatigectidns were inevitably raised, and

when this happened, there was no doubt who wasarge. At a conference after the first
round of subject-based assessments, there hachbagrcompromising answer from the
chief executive of HEFCE to university protests tih@ system was too intrusivévell to
my mind it was a very simple price to pay for thébaomy you have because it is still a
peer assessment, you are largely in control ahjt,unit at the Funding Council is

primarily there for the logistics of the procesgahat’s the way it should béf: 1).

7.5.6 Valid concerns about teaching quality

Concerns of industrialists about the failure ofnt@geducation to produce graduates
adequately prepared for employment and anxietieatahe reputation of UK higher
education abroad reinforced governmental pressursiversities to improve quality
(Brown, 2004). Sharp recall¢dat ‘UK ministers from their trips overseas from tinoe

time would come back with horror stories about@de bad practice of British universities

overseas(l: 4).

Importantly, there was also some evidence of peactiing in the universities which made
the legitimacy of assessing its quality hard tdlelnge. Looking back on his time as a
young academic, Interviewee 1 remembered the paaiity of lecturing in what he called
‘the prehistoric daysivhen lecturerscame in and stood at the rostrum and read their
notes, not a bit of eye conta¢t’ 1). Kelly made a broader criticisiT.he problem is of
course that there’s no pedagogy in universitieaebn how on earth can you assess
teaching if people aren’t taught how to teach,lmre’s no structure to how they teach?’
(I: 3). Some students were dissatisfied with the qualitgathing. A survey undertaken in
1993 by the London University Institute of Educatiavolving 4,000 interviews at 68
universities reported student criticism of lectsretho appeared uninterested in their
subjects and old-fashioned in their teaching methathile student feedback was too
rarely sought or taken into accoumtHES 19 March, 1993). Introducing the article, Jennie
Brookman raised the question: ‘why should highercation students accept a lecturer
with an unproven teaching record? ... The standas@an— that academics’
professionalism is rooted in their specialist satge- is no longer sufficient’. Bell (1992:
128) welcomed the new drive for quality assurabedieving it ‘essential for each
individual, each group, each organization not dalglaim to provide a quality service, but
to be able to demonstrate to outsiders that swmslcan be substantiated’. Rejecting

arguments about the infringement of academic amgnshe had been willing to accept a
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high level of monitoring of her teaching duringeay spent in the USA because ‘the

emphasis was on providing the best possible sefordbe studentgBell: 1992: 130).

In an interview with th@ HES(6 July, 1990) Williams, then Director of the figohg

AAU, advocated the need for robust systems of aadiack up claims of good quality:
‘universities maintain that they produce qualitpgucts. But it always struck me that they
opened themselves to criticism if anyone said “prit¥/’. Bell (1992: 129) argued that
‘good teachers’ had always had methods of reflgatimthe effectiveness of their teaching
but there had been no requirement to report on tndshcly: ‘their version of quality
assurance had been a private matter’. Moreovepainéed out that, though this system
might have worked well for good teachers, there beh no way of checking on
inadequate performance. She now believed it esdéati each individual, each group,
each organisation not only to claim to provide aliqy service, but to be able to
demonstrate to outsiders how such claims can b&tautiated’ (Bell, 1992: 128).

7.5.7 Opposition divided

It has thus become clear that despite the strasfgtbme academics’ hostility, a number of
factors combined to make the introduction of qyadsurance hard to resist. But another
dimension was the lack of concerted oppositionhmgé who were against Tthis lack of
consensus was understandable. Staff in the fopmlgtechnics who were now in the
majority numerically, were very familiar with syste of inspection and assessment and
less likely to be opposed to the new systems thadeamics in the pre-92 universities for
whom the new systems were completely alien. Shigigighted the contrast between the
starting point of the former polytechnics which hadery rigorous quality system, a very
public quality systemand the pre-92 universities with their own lessisparent systems
which ‘arguably perhaps in some cases weren’t as robast might have beerl: 4).
Quality assurance systems were intended to besamuiment for remedying these
shortcomings. Interviewees 3 and 6 agreed thanttial impacts of quality audit and
guality assessment were greater in the pre-92ttteapost-92 universities which were
already accustomed to such processes. Kelly exguldime need for careful handling of the
two different sectors. The main impact of qualisgarance occurred when arrangements

were beingsystematised, codified, regularised and extendatthin the ‘old’ universities

(I: 3).
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Wagner (1993: 276) put forward a plausible thebat tn the lead-up to the abolition of

the binary line, the lack of opposition to the gawaent’s proposal for the merger of the
two sectors had been the result of a temporarytitjeof interest’ between the
polytechnics and the pre-92 universities. The formmere keen to reduce their existing
external quality assurance requirements whiledtterd wished to maintain their current
level of autonomy. ‘Both accepted the need for antability, but wished to retain, as far
as possible, within their own hands the power temeine its nature’. They had therefore
agreed to co-operate. As problems with the quaburance arrangements became
apparent, however, their commonality of intereskbrdown and the universities thus
became disunited in their opposition (Wagner, 12%%5).

It fell to the CVCP to lead the opposition to thgpiosition of quality assessment by the
Funding Councils but it became increasingly diffidar the university leaders to reach a
united opinion in the enlarged sector after 1992mvthe number of vice-chancellors was
greatly increased and institutional interests bexarmre diverse. The group then found it
hard to reach a common line for lobbying, whichtiedhe rise of internal factions such as
the Russell Groupand others. The prominent status of many indivigice-chancellors
either in their academic subjects or in variouseatpof public life also meant that they
would not necessarily adhere to a common line.®lth to some extent quality assurance
acted as a ‘unifying force for the CVCP to expréssoncerted unhappiness with the
Funding Councils’ (Watson, 1995: 334), the vicerat®lors themselves became divided.
Indeed one faction asserted that there was ‘ndipshgvay of stopping assessment’
enshrined as it was in the 1992 Act and backedhéypbwer of the Funding Councils
(Wagner, 1993: 283). In support of this argumenmiffi@h (THES 18 November, 1994)
furthermore pointed out that the CVCP’s failurectmfront the government might have
arisen from caution that opposition could have waepercussions than co-operation.
Many academics were dissatisfied with the CVCRgllef protest against quality
assurance. Johnson (1994: 377) dismissed it askeb reed’ and two-thirds of the
academics participating in a study by Kogan andngsr{2000) were critical of its lack of
effectiveness. However, as subsequent chaptershail, the CVCP several times played
a decisive role in influencing politicians to chart@eir position in confrontations about

quality assurance.

" The Russell Group, set up in 1994 by a numbere®2 universities, claimed to represent the irstisref
research-intensive universities which frequentlgheid to express their own point of view on spedsfties.
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7.6 The case for quality assurance

Though many academics disliked the intrusive e$fétat quality assurance was having on
their working lives, it was hard to make a prineghlargument against quality itself and
thus, by extension, not easy to oppose measureg/dha intended to promote
improvement. For some university teachers, becomatgstomed to the new systems
reduced concern, particularly when some benefitpafity assurance began to become
apparent. For example Masters observed'finabably deep down once they saw it wasn’t
actually going to destroy the system overnightyalo know | think a lot of people in a
funny sort of way welcomed it because it ... at Ieasted the spotlight away from
research to teachindl: 5). Professor John Sizer, Chief ExecutiveS${EFC, in an
introductory letter to his firsAnnual Reportwas similarly positive: ‘the teams were very
well received by staff and students involved indssessment process. They were
generally impressed by the willingness of staffliscuss the problems of their departments
in an open and constructive manner’ (SHEFC, 1993).

Staff groups most likely to take a positive atteéud quality assurance were those who had
experienced its possible benefits through persparicipation in the process as auditors
or assessors. Sharp remembered that even befat®@3ReAct a few academics from older
universities who had served as external assesssmie of the CNAA processes had been
quite attracted by the idea of a transfer of whaythad seen to the university sectdre
really should have something like thi$heir recognition of the benefits of such quality
systems had created bit of an appetite, at least among a small grdug, probably quite

an influential group of academica/ho would then become advocates for quality

assurance in the combined sector (I: 4).

Interviewee 1 identified another positive factaridence of high quality.On the whole

the sector in every one of the jurisdictions perfed pretty well. | mean in the first round
of quality assessments the number of ‘unsatisfeestowere very, very fewl: 1).

Early evidence of benefits of quality assuranceéelto reduce staff anxiety about quality
assuranceat the end of the day, you're trying to assess islgading on in the teaching
domain so the quality of the teaching that's belegivered is improved, ... the learning
experience of the student is improv@dl). By the mid-1990s, these factors led to some

degree of acquiescence in the sector.
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7.7 The quality debate continued ...

This chapter has shown that the principles andtipescof quality assurance were strongly
resisted by many academics at the start but theiests did little to prevent the

embedding of the systems of audit and assessmewnér@nent control and the efficiency
of the new agencies facilitated the implementatibsystems throughout the sector. Many
academics continued the debate but their oppositamdivided and their views lacked
coherent focus. There were powerful arguments agiem and though the force of their
rhetoric may have allowed them to vent their splaea to attract attention to their cause in
the headlines of thEHES their protests had little practical effect. Soof¢he resistance
gradually subsided but concerns remained or weseezkated by changes in the quality

assurance systems themselves. The quality debatbywao means over.



135

CHAPTER 8: PHASES OF QUALITY ASSURANCE, 1992-2004
‘Nothing is inevitable until it happengBrown,2004: 12).

8.1 Introduction

As my research progressed, | gradually gained dergtanding that the development of
guality assurance can be viewed in four distinegsgls which are listed in Table 3.2.
Chapters 5, 6 and 7 focused on Phase 1 (1992&¥fi3ldtive reforms and the introduction
of quality assurance into the universities. Thigpiler describes the subsequent three
phases, phase 2 (1995-97) when academics’ oppositithe new scoring system from
1995 led up to the government’s decision to combiueefunctions of audit and assessment
under the new Quality Assurance Agency in 1997spl8(1997-2002) covering the
QAA'’s turbulent early years which culminated in msterial intervention to reduce the
burden of quality assurance to a ‘lighter touci'd @hase 4 (2002-2004) describing the
introduction of reformed quality assurance systantsthe Labour Government’s Higher
Education Act which attempted to safeguard theityual higher education by increasing

both Treasury funding and the level of studentdnifees.

8.2 Quality assurance, phase 2, 1995-97

8.2.1 The ‘double whammy’

Sharp’s expressive phrasedouble whammyaptly described the increasing burden being
imposed on universities by quality audit and theAT@ structure which was unstable from

the start.

The two systems nominally shared the goal of impneent. A stated purpose of quality
assessment was ‘to encourage improvements in #il#ygof education’ (HEFCE, 1993, C
3/93) while the HEQC's original guidelines for auiEQC,1994: vi) included an aim to
‘assist institutions in their quest to maintain amthance the quality of educational
provision for students’However,Brown, (1997a: 5-6) pointed out that these systems
fact embodied two opposing views of this aspedu@lity assurance. Audit’'s aim was to
provide assurance that an institution’s internallifyi systems were operating as intended,

with an underlying aim of improvement, while assesst’'s primary role was to assess the
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provision of individual subjects in order to reassstakeholders that they were

maintaining standards and achieving value for moReyer (1994) contrasted audits
aimed at ‘verification’ with those intended to encage improvement while Jackson
(1997: 172) emphasised the difference between tatebility-led’ and ‘development-led’
mechanisms and the need to reach an appropriatedagbetween them. In his view,
external regulators were mainly concerned with enak to enable them to reach
summative judgements about quality and standargsovision, while those being
regulated (i.e. the universities and their staibuld prefer to develop a self-critical
approach, identifying areas for improvement andtsgies to achieve this. Middlehurst
(1997) believed that without this kind of self-nwvatiion, improvement would not go

beyond compliance.

Importantly, Brown (1997a: 6) explained that awdiimplemented by the HEQC appealed
to academics’ ‘internal professional motivatiordtmbetter’, whereas HEFCE's
assessment of teaching quality worked on the assomimat quality improvement was
most likely to be achieved through a motivatioweonpete with other institutions.
Williams believed that the dual approach was doofred the implementation of the
1992 Higher Education Act onwards becaiagglit continued but the stakes were low.
Assessment came in and the stakes were very(hi@h Audit, which looked at systems,
was‘fundamentally about improvement through self-krealgk’, while assessment was
‘highly structured and formalisedind entailed judgements which could lead to
comparison and consequences for funding (I: 9)rdtas always a difference in tone
between the two organisations. In the light oftleeiperience of both academic audit and
TQA in their own department, Shore and Wright (1998b) confirmed that the former
had been conducted in ‘a supportive atmospherertdtouctive criticism’ while the latter
included an element of ‘competitive ranking’. Shagyeed with this distinctiontie two
would never speak to each other... It was always thed only one of them would survive

and it was a battle for surviva(l: 4).

8.2.2 Rising protests

As earlier chapters have shown, some of the po#gginst the new double burden were
on practical grounds, such as frustration exprebgadiversities at the clashes between
audit and assessment visits and the ‘felt oveth@piveen information being requested for
both (Watson, 1995: 335). Brown (2004: 175) rechllee CVCP conference in September



137
1993 (only months after the setting up of the sysfjewhere the members had already

agreed to work towards reduction of the double @sees ‘by seeking a single quality
régime under a single quality agency’. Looking blatkr to this decision he concluded
ruefully that ‘almost from the start, HEQC was hgion borrowed time’ (Brown, 2004:
44).

The result of a government request to the HEQCHIEECE for greater cooperation was a
Joint Statement on Qualit{1994)that set out their distinct responsibilities bigaal
described a number of proposals for collaboratotevigy intended to ‘maximise the
effectiveness of their efforts and minimise anyldgion of demand on institutions’
(M1/94: 5). In the event, these good intentionsentewarted because the introduction of
the TQA scoring system in 1995 led to more pressarelEFCE staff and greater hostility
from academics. Interviewee 2 recallad unbelievably complicated grid of things ... |
think there are literally over 100 different sodkthings that you were graded about and it
just seemed a completely unknown wofld2). Watson (1995: 334-335) observed that
though the focus of some discussions had movegrotests from some quarters remained
‘as belligerent (and occasionally hysterical) asreand in particular the ‘continued

duality of audit and assessment’ remained a safrcensiderable frustration. As Sharp
commented,that whole phase was very much the sector fedtagthings were being
done to them. And | remember going to meetingseo$éctor towards the end of that
phase and the hostility and feelings of injustitéha time were terrifying, palpabl€: 4).
Interviewee 10 neatly summarised the division efns that developed within the
universities:some people said, “we don’t want any collectiveasigements at all, we're
perfectly happy with what we do.” Another groupdsdNo, let's move in the direction of
having collective audit arrangements,”... And thes@sva third group... which basically
said, “if we’re going to do it we might as well dgroperly and audit isn’t actually a very
effective mechanism for regulating quality. Sendl i1 (I: 10). Although the HEQC's
audits were less strongly resented, the combinedeluwf the two systems came under
‘almost relentless attack from the institutions #meir representatives’ (Watson and
Bowden, 1999: 250). Watson (1995: 327) warned‘thatlity’ was in danger of becoming

‘a lightning-rod’ to focus sector-wide oppositiamgovernment policy.

8.2.3 Towards a single agency

In his history of quality assurance (2004) Browneya detailed account of the

uncomfortable progress towards a single systerdute 1994 in response to a crescendo
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of protests, the Chairman of the CVCP, Kenneth Edsidinally wrote to the new

Secretary of State for Education, Gillian Shephaith a proposal to create a single
agency with responsibility for all aspects of gtyadissurance. Several months of
wrangling between the CVCP and HEFCE ensued: whélry of the vice-chancellors
favoured the move to a single agency and a mogarstined system, there was also strong
feeling against a ‘funding-council controlled syat€Tysome, THES 13 January 1995).
Criticisms of this prolonged and public strife cana only from ministers but also from
the CVCP’s own members. The same issue of thESreported a good deal of support at
this stage for quality audit and the HEQC'’s apphodit as time went on proposals from
the HEQC were ignored and the organisation becanreasingly marginalised. Brown’s
account (2004) gives a vivid impression of thixdrsl and the increasing feeling of

powerlessness experienced by the HEQC as thestsewdnlded.

Finally by July 1995, the CVCP and HEFCE reachaeéeagent ‘on the principles of a
new framework that would incorporate both assessnah audit’ which they proposed to
Shephard (Brown, 2004: 111). While accepting thasé proposals could form the basis
for agreement she was ‘as adamant as her predesebsut the elements of public
accountability that any revised system [would] haveetain’ (Watson (1995: 327). She
continued to remind the CVCP that the governmedttha ultimate power over
assessment: ‘I could not contemplate a solutiorckwvrelied mainly on self-regulation,’
and it remained necessary to ensure ‘the bendfisroparability for the Funding Council,
potential students and employers’ (CVCP ArchivdsSgptember, 1995).

8.2.4 The Joint Planning Group, January-December 1996

A Joint Planning Group (JPG) was formed in Decenil®&5 by the CVCP and HEFCE
consisting of senior representatives of the Fun@iogncils and university representative
bodies from across the UK under the chairmanshiio#illiam Kerr Fraser, recently
retired Principal of Glasgow University. NotabligetHEQC was not represented in its
own right though its chair, John Stoddart, was @inthe CVCP members and it had some
involvement in the secretariat of the group. Thaugis remit was ‘to draw up
specifications for an integrated quality assurgmoeess which [would] supersede the
current audit and assessment processes carriéy 6lEQC and by the Funding Councils’
(JPG, 1996: 4). The Group met eight times betwaenary and November 1996 and

issued two reports on which it consulted widelyeTarget was to establish the new
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Agency by January 1997 and to have it fully operal from October 1998 (JPG, 1996:

31) so time was tight.

The final report produced in December 1996 propdeckstablishment of a single new
agency to take over and integrate the functioreudit from the HEQC and assessment
from the Funding Councils. It would conduct ‘instibn-wide and subject/area programme
reviews’, broadly corresponding to the former aaaitd TQA exercises (JPG, 1996: 9) and
all institutions would be subject to an institutisde review once in each eight-year
cycle. The review teams would consist of academd; where appropriate, professional
peers and each review would generate a reportghdaliby the agency. Subject/
programme area reports were to combine informatrorided in advance by the

institution with evidence collected by the reviezamn, and they would retain the existing
scoring system. The institution-wide reviews woiddus on ‘an institution’s policies and
arrangements for securing its educational objestigad the management by it of its
quality and quality assurance processes’ (JPG,: 1996 The double obligation to take
account of the universities’ diverse missions whiléhe same time providing ‘comparable
information about institutions and subjects actbgssector’ notably retained a central

paradox of the quality assurance system.

Service Level Agreements between the institutiortsthe funding bodies were to be
underpinned by a common ‘foundation document’ doirtg ‘a single statement of the
integrated quality assurance process’ (JPG, 1986 N\®btably the new Board structure
would not give control to the universitfeghe new agency was to take over responsibility
for running the Funding Councils’ TQA activitiesdhall of HEQC's functions from 1

April 1997.

The Group had found it impossible at this earlgstt fulfil the part of its remit to
‘determine the costs and perceived benefits oh#we arrangements and compare these
with present costs and benefits’ and merely trieddstulate some savings from the
reduced number of institution-wide reviews in conmgan with the previous quality audits
(JPG, 1996: 45). This was another example of theipusly noted ambiguity about the
costs associated with quality assurance. Manyeptbcess details still required to be
worked out so the report’s proposals should be aséa blueprint for the future rather
than an operational manual’ (JPG, 1996: 32).

® There were to be 6 independent members inclutieghair, 4 members appointed by the representative
bodies, and 4 by the Funding Councils, giving altof 14.
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8.2.5 The Quality Assurance Agency

Thus, after an acrimonious debate lasting more thise years, the Quality Assurance
Agency (QAA) was incorporated on 27 March 1997 rmgdependent body to take over
the functions of systems audit and teaching quabsessment previously undertaken by
the HEQC and the Funding Councils. It was parthdied by annual subscription from
universities and colleges and partly through catsravith the Funding Councils. John
Randall (formerly Head of Professional ServicethatLaw Society) was appointed as
Chief Executive, with Christopher Kenyon, an indiadist and chair of the Council of the
Victoria University of Manchester as its chair. OAugust the QAA took over all of
HEQC's functions and staff, apart from the ChietExtive who was made redundant.
Commenting on the end of this long process, Bra2@®4: 116) recalled that most
institutions who responded to the JPG’s final cttasion agreed that this report was ‘the
best that could be achieved in the circumstanégsidentified a kind of ‘war weariness’
in those who had been involved in the long struggié were now forced to accept that the
Funding Council (with ministerial support) was going to abandon its insistence on

externally imposed assessment.

In some ways it was surprising that the HEQC entethe loser in this battle. It had, after
all, been set up by the CVCP as an organisatioredvary the universities themselves and
might have been expected to retain their suppaveéver, the Funding Councils, with the
power of legislation behind them and control over funding of universities, were always
the more likely victor. In this context, qualitysessment was the instrument which
provided the government with the means to measuteank teaching quality and the
potential to impose sanctions if necessary (Herd@0). As Harvey (2005: 268)
observed, ‘audits carried little sanction or pigsstineither money nor reputations were on
the line and the language of audits was such theds hard to spot harsh criticism of
institutions’. Salter and Tapper (2000: 77) ofteeemore political judgement, highlighting
the contrast between ‘the self-regulatory aspiretiof the HEQC and the directive
ambitions of the Funding Council’, deducing that tbrmer’s non-interventionist
approach was inadequate to satisfy the demandsadgressive state’.

Though praised by Watson and Bowden (1999: 25@)‘dslicately balanced compromise
for a new single system’, there was justified condbat the JPG’s plans would merely
perpetuate audit and assessment under new titesianaged by a single agency. Parry
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(2002: 4) pointed out that the JPG had changedttheture but had not got rid of the dual

process and gave no concrete promise of savings.

Misgivings continued about the unresolved confhetween the universities’ desire for
greater self-regulation and the funding counciitmued insistence on close external
scrutiny and rigorous subject assessment (Browd4 (¥ orke (1997) raised a number of
reservations about the potential of the JPG’s malsato fulfil the aims of quality
assurance. He argued that the proposed eight-yelar for subject-based assessment
reports could allow sub-standard provision to goentified and assessment reports
would lose their validity over so long a period.eBvassuming continuation of the scoring
system, it would be difficult to achieve ‘consistgrand comparability’ in the reports

given the diversity of university missions agawsiich the universities were to be
assessed. He also doubted that potential studentsl\make much use of the information
placed in the public domain. He particularly chagled the JPG’s lack of evidence to back
up the assertion that the new arrangements wooldbpe savings, suggesting instead that
they might in fact cost more than the present syste short, he believed that ‘in trying to
satisfy a mixture of expectations and a disparaliection of interested parties, the
proposed arrangements [were] likely to fall somewheetween a number of stools’
(Yorke, 1997: 100).

Time would tell.

8.2.6 Lessons from the ‘double whammy’

This episode illustrates a number of points intthlbulent history of quality assurance in
the UK. The setting up of separate organisatiordetiver quality audit and assessment
could be traced back to the ‘messiness’ of a pahey had not been thought through and
predictably proved unworkable. The disputes aboatity assurance illustrated a growing
gulf between the universities and the governmemwiutghout this period. Despite attempts
by the CVCP to present a case for self-regulatins,was never a realistic option. In the
end it was the personal intervention of Shephaatthoke the deadlock in the tortuous
progress towards a single agency but she did noatgefrom the government’s
determination to retain external assessment assangal element of accountability and
HEFCE, fortified by legal power and financial casitthad the whip-hand in its dealings
with the CVCP.
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In the resolution of this situation, the governmexhibited considerable ruthlessness.

After three years of debate, the HEQC, one of tigamisations most closely affected by
the outcome, was progressively frozen out. AccaydinBrown (2004) once proposals
agreed between the CVCP and HEFCE had been acdgptkd Secretary of State in
September 1995, there was no more debate, thaatewias taken asfait accompliand

the Joint Planning Group was quickly set up witemit to make operational plans for the
new agency. This view was confirmed by Kelly (Iv@)o attended the first meeting of the
JPG and was surprised at the lack of discussioa.(Q/RA was then incorporated with
lightning speed by March 1997 and was ready to tale® the quality assurance functions
of the HEQC and HEFCE by August the same year.

8.3 Quality assurance phase 3, 1997-2001

8.3.1 ‘Education, education and education’

The inception of the QAA coincided with the comilgpower of the New Labour
government under Tony Blair. Despite repeated cdmenit to the primacy of ‘education,
education and education’ his government maintaguedinuity with many of the
Conservative higher education policies. In paricuihe Labour Party manifesto had
contained a target of an additional 500,000 studides in higher and further education
(Shattock, 2012: 162) and an emphasis on servimeistomers’ and student choice.
League tables provided a means of comparison batwagersities while quality
assurance remained a focus of strife between hegheration and the government. Sharp
recalled a change in political atmosphétteey became much more interested in vaguer
ideas to do with public information across a whedgiety of different things, and elements
of the consumer still — it was very much New Lab@lud). The main challenges were
financial: despite a commitment that ‘50 percentholse between 18 and 30 should have
the opportunity to benefit from higher educationthg end of the decade’ (DfES 2000:
para 17) higher education remained chronically vmdeed, with no significant attempt to
tackle the budgetary shortfalls until the HigheuEation Act of 2004.

8.3.2 Agenda for the QAA

From his inside knowledge of the HEQC, Brown (19872) identified the ‘formidable

agenda’ now facing the new Agency. This includedsieg a new integrated quality
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assurance process, continuing the HEQC's work erGtaduate Standards Programme

and maintaining the volume of information aboutlgydor external stakeholders, while at
the same time fulfilling the universities’ expeatalts that both the bureaucratic and

financial burdens on them would be reduced.

8.3.3 The Dearing Report, 1997

The new agency had been incorporated just four Insdmtfore the National Committee of
Inquiry into Higher Education (NCIHE) set up by $hard under the chairmanship of
Lord Dearing reported to the new government in 1997. With a remit to make
recommendations for the future of higher educatiegr the next 20 years, the
committee’s recommendations on quality and starsdaruld therefore have a significant

influence on the agenda of the fledgling QAA.

A headline tenet of the Dearing Report’s visiontfue next 20 years was that ‘the future of
the UK depends on the quality, effectiveness alevaace of its provision for education
and training’ (NCIHESummary Report997: 31). However, though accepting that the
TQA had played a useful role in raising the profifdeaching in universities, the

Committee expressed serious reservations aboglttem’s potential for the longer term:

‘Given that the vast majority of outcomes have bssrsfactory, we are not
convinced that it would be the best use of scaseurces to continue the
system in the long terniWe believe it is exceedingly difficult for the TQA
process to review the quality of learning and ta@aglhtself, rather than proxies
for learning and teaching, such as available ressuor lecture presentation.
The utility of such a system is also likely to waasinstitutions ‘learn’ how to
achieve high ratings’ (NCIHEL997: 10:68).

While welcoming the establishment of the QAA, tliere, the Committee recommended
that the new agency should have ‘a somewhat diffexgenda from that currently
proposed’ (NCIHE, 1997: 10.82). The aim shouldthe development of common
standards, specified and verified through a sthergtd external examiner system,
supported by a lighter approach to quality assessrfi¢CIHE, 1997: 10.68)This
approach would greatly depend on the universitiesiging explicit information to
students and employers about the standards anentanittheir courses, and making clear

to all stakeholders what they could expect fronhargeducation.

° A major programme on which the HEQC had been vmgrkit the behest of the government.
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The Inquiry had identified some concerns that ‘entrarrangements for quality assurance
[were] not sufficient to ensure comparability adrstiards in an enlarged sector’ (NCIHE,
Summary Reparit997: 15). Diversity of mission in universitidsosild not be ‘an excuse
for lower standards or poor quality’ (NCIHE, 1998B) but would entail adoption of ‘a
national framework of awards with rigorously maingd standards’ (NCIHE, 1997: 1.18).
The Committee also recommended that the governsinentild encourage continuity of
development rather than continuing the previoutepabf sudden changes in funding or
strategy. Improving the quality of teaching anduaassce of standards would require a
‘radical change in the attitudes to teaching’ whiges currently undervalued and poorly
rewarded in comparison with resea(BICIHE, Summary Reparti997: 33). To redress
this balance, Recommendation 14 proposed the edtatd#nt of a professional Institute for
Learning and Teaching in Higher Education (ILTH&)tcredit training programmes for
new full-time staff as well as engaging in reseantb learning and teaching practices and

encouraging the production of innovative learnirgtenials.

Table 8.1: Recommendations of the Dearing Report (NCIHE, 1997)

Recommendation 21:
The provision of appropriate information, supparti @uidance to students, particularly to include
‘programme specifications’ stating the intendedcoutes of their courses and the ‘key skills’ they
were expected to attain upon completion

Recommendation 24:
Broadening the QAA’s terms of reference to include:
- Quality assurance and public information
- Standards verification
- The maintenance of the qualifications framework
- Creation of a code of practice which  everyitnibn would be required formally to
adopt, by 2001/02 as a condition of public funding

Recommendation 25:
Early work of the QAA to include:
- working with institutions to compile benchmarkgect information on standards to
operate within the qualifications framework
- strengthening the external examiner system égtorg a UK-wide pool of academic staff
recognised by the QAA from whom external examsdmaust be selected
- developing a ‘fair and robust’ complaints system
- reviewing arrangements for granting degreardimg powers

NCIHE, 1997

Dearing’s proposals relating to the QAA, expressddrceful language with short
timescales attached, were clearly intended to kentaeriously. Though the overall aim

was to maintain the UK’s ‘long-established repuatatior quality and standards,’ these
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recommendations were also intended to ensurettteheed for the apparatus of quality

assessment and audit by the Quality Assurance Ageitidoe correspondingly reduced’
(NCIHE, Summary Repqorti997: 50) thus involving a ‘considerably smaberden on
institutions than the existing régime of subjectdrhquality assessments and institution-
wide quality audits’ (NCIHE, 1997: 10.97). Abandoamh of the double whammy was thus

endorsed.

8.3.4 Quality and funding

The main remit of the Dearing Committee had beedtetd with the long-term political
hot-potato of student fees. Its report expressaduseconcerns about the funding of higher
education, identifying a crucial link between tbedl of underfunding and the quality of
provision which the previous government had beenilling to acknowledge. While
universities were justifiably expected to providgdue for money, they had given powerful
evidence to the Committee that no more cuts westamable and additional funding was
now needed to maintain the quality of provision (NE, 1997: 3.101). There was an
additional concern that the level of financial resgato high quality research had diverted
the attention of staff from the delivery of highadjty teaching (NCIHESummary Repart
1997: 15).

The potential power to use quality assessmentaschanism for reward or sanction of a
university’s performance originally envisaged ie ffurther and Higher Education Act of
1992 had never been implemented in England (Undzahw2000: 80). Now Dearing’s
major recommendation to introduce student feesrasans of increasing the income of
universities explicitly reinforced the pressureuwmversities to provide a high quality
education in return for the financial contributioy students once they were in
employment. ‘In return for additional contributiofiem graduates, institutions must make
much clearer what they are offering to studentgyThust work continually to improve

the quality of teaching and they must approachmth&ual assurance of standards with real
commitment. Anything else would be to sell theudgnts short’ (NCIHESummary

Report 137). The significance of thcguid pro quowas reinforced in the following
paragraph which introduced a note of urgency inebQAA’s work programme: ‘new
systems for the assurance of quality and standaaugs be in place and seen to be effective
within a short space of time... If they are nog @overnment will be justified in
intervening to protect the interests of studeMKZHE, Summary Reparii38).
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Though not accepted in full by the incoming LabGavernment in May 1997, Dearing’s

proposals for the introduction of tuition fees etithed the principle that students should
make a direct contribution to their education, #relTeaching and Higher Education Act
(1998) introduced a means-tested fee of a maximiugd 000 per year. The Dearing
proposals relating to quality and standards wece@ted by the government in February
1998 and adopted by the universities, thus exparitiem QAA’s remit and consolidating
its position as the single quality assurance ageihtyhe early days, it used Dearing’s
proposals as an endorsement of its agenda, asroedfby Peter Williams (2009: 24) who
moved to the QAA as Director of Institutional Reviand subsequently became its Chief

Executive.

8.3.5 The QAA: a different culture

It was clear from the start that the ethos enadius operandof the QAA would be very
different from that of the HEQC whose functionkaid largely taken over. This was at
least to some extent due to the background artddds of the new Chief Executive. John
Randall had come to the QAA from a senior poshatitaw Society where the formal
approach to regulation of professional practice beeh very different from the prevailing
culture in higher education. The rigour of hsihish or explainkind of approach{l: 10)
incited much resistance in the sector and was lsg@emany as counter-productive. Sharp
understood that Randallsarder backgroundarose to some extent from his awareness of
the potential need for the QAA to have evidenceepond to litigation by studentsf you
were going to make it stick in the courts, you eeettd have something against which you
could explicitly measure universitied! 4). Randall set out his views in no uncertanis

in an essay entitled Profession for the New Millenniun(2000)asserting his belief that
the universities belonged to an out-of-date wortdol needed to change. Instead the
QAA'’s guidelines should be

‘a code defining professional standards, in thay ttell the individual client
(the student) and the wider interested public (eisflg the employer) what
they can reasonably expect from a professional@erniversities and their
teachers must deliver to those standards if theyaaconvince the world that
they are true professionals’ (Randall, 2000: 166).

An example of his appetite for confrontation ocedrin February 1998 when the QAA
issued a highly critical report on a special revasried out in response to some serious
concerns about quality and standards raised biyattdihames Valley University. The fact

that these problems had not been revealed by preaodit or assessment repdrasi
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undermined public confidence in teaching qualitseasments (Harvey, 2005). The

ensuing furore received wide press coverage, aedteslly resulted in the resignation of

the vice-chancellor causing ‘shock waves’ throudhbe sector (Brown, 2004:146).

The QAA’s process in implementing the recommenadatiof both the JPG and the
Dearing Committee with an appropriate degree ofuattation was protracted. Though
Randall was able to report that the first stageomisultation on a new Operational
Framework had achieved a ‘remarkable degree ofecmus’ THES 19 October 1998),
friction arose when th8ubject Review Handboddr October 1998—-September 2000
introduced a more punitive scoring mechanism witlaansulting the sector (Underwood,
2000: 79). When the revised method of ‘Academici®eV‘did no more than perpetuate
the inherited twin-track model of audit and asses#i(Williams, 2009: 21), it became
apparent that the QAA’s proposals were likely tavime onerous than before, more
contentious within the sector and just as unlikeljustify the costs and the effort
(Greatrix, 2001; Brown, 2004; Harvey, 2005). Despitese concerns, the new process of
‘Academic Review’ was introduced in Scotland in @xr 2000 and was due to come into
force in the rest of the UK the following year (Wdms, 2009).

Continuing discontent within the sector led in 2@0@he appointment by HEFCE of
management consultants PA Consulting to investigateplaints from the universities
about what they considered the excessive bureauiarad financial burdens of the current
‘accountability régime’ being carried out by the ®MHEFCE 00/36: 9). The discovery
that neither HEIs nor stakeholders maintained systematic cost or value data’ to
support their case (HEFCE 00/36: 19) made the wesidaunting task: there was ‘no
simple bottom line to the accountability burdenHtils,” (HEFCE 00/36: 24). For want of
reliable financial information about the costs aality assessment, the reviewers resorted
to building up an admittedly ‘indicative picturddEFCE 00/36: 20) which allowed them
to estimate ‘extrapolated annualized costs’ of stttgssessment for the sector of ‘£30
million+’ (PA Consulting, 2000: 20). Their repoentitledBetter Accountability for

Higher in Educationconcluded that the complexity of relationshipd &tk of
understanding between the many stakeholders irehggiucation had generated
unnecessary demands, including costs, which cantldeasonably represent value for
money. Despite the unreliability of its financiatienates, this report was valuable for its
recommendation to simplify the duplications wittie system. Brown (2004: 85)
surmised that its findings were probably a contabyfactor in prompting Blunkett's

unexpected intervention to abandon Subject Rewie2001.
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910

8.3.6 ‘Sturm und Drang

Once again tension was rising as the QAA becanmer-more controlling in the sector’
(Harvey, 2005: 269) and ‘pressures from the CVCR/&lsities UK, élite organisations
and letters to the media coagulated to produceekd for political action in relation to
Subject Review’ (Morley, 2003: 18)he mounting discontent came to a head in 2001,
later described by Williams in a lecture as ‘ther@ordinary year when the world of

quality assurance was turned upside down’ (Williag@99: 21).

At the start of the year, as a contribution todhgoing debate about student fees, Randall
published some contentious ideas that the chadjingriable ‘top-up’ fees (then being
mooted) might lead to the QAA imposing different@lels of scrutiny on universities to
ensure that those charging the highest fees wéjectuo independent checks to verify
their claims to a seat at the top tablBHES 12 January 2001). Only those institutions
acknowledged to be ‘world-class’ (such as OxfordBridge and some of the London

institutions) would escape this more rigorous revie

Meanwhile, the new QAA methodology was exposecetmss challenge. A group of six
professors of economics at Warwick announced irethecation Guardiar{30 January
2001) that they had, by their own admission, set@play the system and achieved the
maximum score of 24 out of 24 in a recent revieweathing quality. The announcement
was accompanied by a stinging critique of the quaksurance system which they
described as ‘probably the most damaging and desteusystem of regulation that could
possibly have been devised'. They criticised tlo& laf objectivity, consistency,
comparability and cost-effectiveness and were @adily scathing about Randall’s
suggestion that ‘the intensity of regulation shause with the level of feesEHducation
Guardian 30 January 2001.

Discussions took place behind the scenes betweamtdities UK (UUK), HEFCE and
the DfEE about the sector-wide discontent and tireducratic overload on universities.
Meanwhile, in an attempt to incite open revolt witthe Russell Group, the London

%:Sturm und Drang’ (German, literally ‘storm andests’) was a German literary movement of the ldtsf
of the 18 century, characterised by rousing action and peession of emotion and unrest. By extension,
‘turbulent emotion or stress’. The title appliepagpriately to this disturbed phase in the develepnof
quality assurance in England.

1 The new name of the CVCP from 2000.



149
School of Economics threatened to break away fr@¥A Qcrutiny (THES,23 March,

2001). Protests extended to the Association of &msity Teachers, the House of
Commons Select Committee on Education and Employarehthe House of Lords where
in a debate on 21 March, peers mounted anothekaitathe over-bureaucratic and over-
complex regulation of teaching in higher education.

Then, suddenly, this rebellion paid off. Withouyamarning to the QAA, and while the
Chairman and Chief Executive were out of the codhtrBlunkett issued a press
statement announcing the government’s intentiactoeve ‘a reduction of 40 per cent or
more in the volume of review activity compared wetkisting arrangements,’ (DfEE,
2001). HEFCE had already been ‘invited’ to disowgh the QAA and the university
representative bodies how the burden of subjeatwes/might be reduced while still
providing adequate information for prospective stud and other stakeholders.
Departments which had achieved high scores indheiat round of external reviews
would be exempted from the next one, apart fromallsnumber which would be included
for benchmarking purposes. Blunkett's action wasrdner illustration of the power of
Ministers to intervene in higher education whesuited them and bore out the warning by
Salter and Tapper (2000: 84) that the QAA ‘althoiighiands at arms’ length from the

state, is clearly intended to be a pliable instmihod ministerial will’.

8.3.7 ‘Quality assurance in higher education’: consultation, 2001

The proposals were taken forward in a key consaitatocument notably issued by

HEFCE rather than the QAA. It began with a re-steget of the objectives of quality

assurance of teaching and learning in higher educat

12 A move compared with ‘Commonwealth putsches byatitented colonels when the head of state was
away’, Donald MacLeodsducation Guardian23 August 2001.
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Table 8.2 Objectives of Quality Assurance (HEFCE, 2001, 01/45)

e To contribute ... to the promotion of high qualitydestandards in teaching and
learning

e To provide students, employers and others witlalddi and consistent information
about quality and standards in each higher educataiitution (HEI).

* To ensure that HE programmes are identified wheedity or standards are
unsatisfactory, as a basis for ensuring rapid acdtamprove them.

» To provide one means of securing accountabilityteruse of public funds received
by HEIs

HEFCE Consultation Document 01/45, 2001

The consultation document 01/45: paras 7-8 reddrptevious purposes for quality
assurance (now called ‘objectives’) but foreshadbalganges to its operation under which
confidence that ‘robust and comprehensive inteam@ngements’ in the universities could
provide sufficient evidence of satisfactory qualitigen audited by the QAA, thus allowing
for a significant reduction in subject review. bExigl scrutiny would now be based on an
‘institution-level review, conducted on audit priples’ to demonstrate ‘the reliability and
effectiveness’ of the university’s internal qualggsurance arrangements. External reviews
at subject level would be carried out ‘only on ghty selective basis’ where there were
grounds for concern, which would be the major medrahieving ‘lightness of touch’
(HEFCE, 01/45: para 10b). All universities wouldaelited on a regular cycle by audit
teams operating on peer review principles (HEFAE4® paral8) with self-evaluation as
the starting point. There was also a proposal iy @t a small number of ‘discipline

audit trails’ in specific subjects as a way of itggtand confirming the conclusions reached
during the overall review (HEFCE, 01/45: para 25).

A task group led by Sir Ron Cooke, Vice-ChancetibYork University,was appointed to
identify the categories of information relatinggqoality and standards which universities
would be expected to produce regularly, drawingreip®ssible on already available data
(HEFCE, 01/45: paras 13 and 42) together with teistant of the confidence that could be
placed in the university’s safeguarding of quadihd standards and in the reliability of
information it published. The burden of informatidemanded from universities as part of
the quality assurance process had certainly nondhed. Indeed the list of requirements
listed by Brown (2004: 178-180) in an Appendix ramshree pages.

After each institution-wide audit, the audit tearuld publish a report identifying the

strengths and weaknesses of the university’s iatemality assurance systems and the



151
guality and standards achieved in practice. Ttpsmntewould include a statement of the

confidence that could be placed in the universitylality and standards systems
distinguishing between ‘failing’, ‘approved’ or ‘canended’ and on the reliability of its
published information (HEFCE, 01/45: para 43).dtassary the QAA would revisit the
university within a year to assess progress aridvés still found to be ‘failing’, HEFCE
would withdraw funding (HEFCE, 01/45: para 45). Tdaper expressed confidence that
the volume of review activity would be very subsially reduced: if working effectively,
this new system should be able to exceed the Segreft State’s target by achieving a
reduction of ‘at least 50 per cent’ (HEFCE, 01/d&ra 51).

On the other hand, in an article written in 200&rrf? (2002: 3) examined the proposals
contained in the consultation document 01/45, céfig that the chequered history of
quality assurance provided ‘a cautionary note foioae attempting to predict the
implications, even the lifespan, of any new arrangets’. While he was prepared to give
the consultation document ‘a cautious welcome’raateempt to lighten the load of
external quality assurance on institutions and araked the statement that each university
would have responsibility for its own internal gtyahssurance systems, he took issue with
claims that the new arrangements would deliverlévsl of reduction in quality assurance
activity. He believed that the criteria for assesshremained vague and foresaw
continuing tension between the aims of accountgtahd enhancement. He criticised the
lack of costings and wondered whether this modeéwkew could be rigorous enough to

identify failures and ensure remedial action.

There was no possibility that Randall could haveeated these proposals which he saw as
a watering down of subject-level scrutiny and auatin in timeliness and validity of the
course information which would be available to stutd. On 28 August 2001, recognising
that his personal position was untenable, he resigmemoaning the lack of rigour that
would result from these changes and urging thapthiic should be entitled to ‘hear less
about the burdens of accountability and more altelenefits’ Education Guardian28
August, 2001). To many members of the academicwamnity, his resignation came as a
relief. ‘Good news!” exclaimed Frank Furedi at gtart of an article in thEducation
Guardian(28 August, 2001). However, on reflection, he waredevhether the Chief
Executive’s resignation would in fact make mucHed#nce because this would not be the
end of the quality assurance régime developed thegprevious decade which ‘remains

intact and dominates academic life’. As he sawitiversities [had] internalised the
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bureaucratic formula and almost every universigd]hts in-house quality assurance

bureaucracy’ which would continue to promote theA¥Aapproach.

After some minor modifications the proposals in ¢besultation document 01/45 received
ministerial approval and an ‘Operational DescriptiQAA/019) of the process was
published by the QAA in March 2002 to guide implertaion of the new system.

8.3.8 The QAA Mark 2

Although the QAA took part in these discussions aag listed among the sponsgrsf

the consultation paper, Williams (2009: 22) felttthis process had ‘effectively spelt the
end of QAA’s autonomy’ by handing over control bétconsultation on the future of
guality assurance systems to HEFCE. Q#A’'s Academic Review Handbo@k000),
even before it had been implemented in England,supsrseded by this new document
which was billed merely as a ‘further evolutiortie approach to quality,” (HEFCE,
01/45: para 6) but in fact proposed very signiftagranges (Parry, 2002).

After Randall’s resignation, Williams took overacting Chief Executivé and many

other changes of personnel took place. In a peridugh activity a new audit process was
devised to meet the requirements of the consuftatoxument and a neMandbook for
Institutional Auditwas published in August 2002 setting out agreedeqmures for
2002-05. By October, new auditors had been recraitel trained in the new audit method
and the programme of Institutional Audits begadanuary 2003 (JM Consulting, 2005:
3.10). JM Consulting Ltd (2005: 3.9) reported tQ#A’s annual turnover was
approximately £10m. It employed about 130 staff etdined a pool of approximately 300
auditors drawn from UK academics and trained byQB& to work on Institutional Audit
and other activities. Individual reviewers weredoay QAA but ‘without direct

recompense’ to their universities.

The new arrangements for quality assurance (showialble 3.11, page 62) were based on
the principle that universities should have themrasponsibility for assessing and
assuring the quality of their own provision, theducing the external burden. They

therefore retained their long-established intesiyatems of course approval, annual

¥ The consultation document was issued in the nahE&FCE, the QAA, UUK and the Standing
Conference of Principals, and the return addressgien as the headquarters of the QAA.
* He was confirmed in the post in March 2002.
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programme monitoring, periodic departmental reviawd student evaluation of courses as

well as review of students’ work by external exaeni Nevertheless, tii@uality

Assurance Framewonkhich replaced the former régime of audit and sssent consisted
of a number of externally specified elements inzlgda 6-yearly cycle of Institutional
Audits by the QAA which included published repastating levels of confidence and
recommendations. National information on standaas collected into aAcademic
Infrastructure(as recommended by Dearing) which includédamework for Higher
Education Qualificationsbenchmark statements defining degree standardsfferent
disciplines, institutional programme specificati@ml ACode of Practicéo guide
universities in the assessment of their own prognas The 2003 White Paper announced
new information requirements for internal and exé¢use and the establishment of a

National Student Survey (NSS) to seek studentsvvien the own courses.

Williams said in his interview for this study thathis experiencéfter 2002, QAA was

not allowed to decide what it was going to doimgly became a creature of government,
a creature of the unholy pact between the FundiagrCil and the UK and there was not
a lot we could do about thafl: 9). With hindsight, Shattock (2012: 204) ingested
Blunkett’s intervention as a sign of how little ambmy the QAA ever actually had: ‘when
the political chips were down’ ministers did nosltate to intervene directly and the detail
in Blunkett’s press statement had indicated howallpothe Department for Education and
Employment was involved. Furthermore, the tempiatay ministers to interfere in quality
assurance continued, for at the start of 2002 Matd4odge, Minister for Higher
Education, who did not consider that the new ‘leghtbuch’ system was sufficiently
rigorous, intervened to reverse some procesgeEg 22 February, 2002). Williams’
prediction of QAA’s loss of power was proving to Wwell-founded.

8.4 Quality assurance phase 4, 2002-04

8.4.1 Tuition fees - ‘a troubled process’"

With the rise in participation rates from 13% of18-year-olds in 1980/81 to 34% in
1999/2000 (Greenaway and Haynes, 2003: 152), cosiedrout how to fund the greatly
expanded higher education sector had become agpndbl successive governments. As

Figure 1 on p. 57 illustrates, cuts to the highlteroation budget meant that the expenditure

' A phrase coined by Tony Blair himself in his atitgvaphy (2010: 481).
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per student had halved over the same period. Imidel980s initial attempts by Keith

Joseph to bring forward proposals to extend measimg to tuition fees and abolish the
minimum level of maintenance grants were suppdstethe Treasury but provoked a
major backbench revolt. Thatcher and later Majoktthe line that these ideas were too
politically unpopular to introduce and the resu#tsva decade of under-funded expansion,
imposed ‘efficiency gains’ and a growing dependemténternational student fee income’
(Shattock, 2012: 161).

Increasingly acute awareness that standards oh&docould no longer be maintained
without an increase in funding led ‘a group of podlly experienced post-1992 vice-
chancellors’ to pursue their efforts to effect ajpaiiShattock, 2012: 133). Through the
CVCP archives Shattock traced the escalation afspire from a proposal in January 1995
for ‘top up’ fees independently set by the univigesithemselves to a direct threat by
universities in February 1996 to impose a ‘spden’ unilaterally if the government did

not act. To de-fuse this tension and with neittig¢he major political parties being willing

to support tuition fees ahead of a general electtephard passed the buck to the Dearing
Committee to come up with a solution for the neodgrnment to deal with (Tapper and
Salter, 1998).

8.4.2 Top-up fees

It was clear to universities that fees of £1,000y@&ar were inadequate to make up the
shortfall in funding, particularly in the light ¢thie expressed government intention ‘to
continue to increase participation towards 50 et of those between 18 and 30’ (DfES,
2003 Executive Summary, p. 7). In particular, thestrhighly rated research universities
pressed for the right to charge higher fees at Wiegt considered a market rate to enable
them to maintain the quality to compete internatltynand the argument then moved to a

debate about variable tuition fees (otherwise knaw/ftop up’ fees).

8.4.3 Intervention to protect quality

Interestingly, at the centre of this political debavas again a concern about quality, but
this time viewed from the point of view of a smalimber of élite institutions, and what
once again made the difference was personal imi8ore this time from an unexpected

quarter which illustrated New Labour’s way of doimgsiness.
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In this case (as recounted by Shattock, 2012)stheeiwas how the UK’s ‘top’ universities

could be well enough resourced to maintain théarirational reputation against foreign
competition. This issue had been privately brouglhe attention of the Prime Minister
by Lord Jenkins, Chancellor of Oxford, and formabbur Chancellor of the Exchequer,
supported by Blair’'s senior policy advisor, Andr@&donis. The argument was reinforced
in 2001 by a visit of members of the Russell Graupowning Street to put the case for
more funding. As reported dramatically by Blair {0483): ‘once the university chiefs
laid out the problem | knew we had to act’. Desflite potential unpopularity of
introducing variable tuition fees he believed thag change would lay the foundation for
future reforms and was specifically linked to th&ufe prestige of UK universities on the
world stage. Characteristically focusing on thegkigpicture, he was therefore prepared to
promote this cause personally despite recognisipgitical risk. Observing the pre-
eminence of American universities in the Shanghae Jong league table top 50 which
contained only ‘a handful’ of UK institutions, Btavas convinced that their domination
was

‘not by chance or by dint of size; it was plaintydainescapably due to their
system of fees. They were more entrepreneuriay; Went after their alumni
and built up big endowments; their bursary systéawad them to attract
poorer students; and their financial flexibility amg that they could attract the
best academics. Those who paid top dollar got ésé ISimple as that’ (Blair,
2010: 482).

8.5 2003 White Paper: ‘The Future of Higher Education’

8.5.1 Financial proposals

The depth of the Prime Minister’s conviction orstparticular issue paved the way for a
White Paper published in January 2003 by the neweSsry of State, Charles Clarke. Its
proposals included the introduction of tuition feayable retrospectively through an
income-dependent Graduate Contribution Scheme.stigion was intended to put
university finances ‘on a sustainable basis’ far ltmg term. (DfES, 2003: 5). From 2006
the scheme would allow universities to charge ub3@®00 per year, funded by a student

loan from the government to be repaid after gradoat

As table 8.3 demonstrates, the main thrust of thé&\Paper was financial, with the
planned increases representing ‘an unprecedentedtment’ in universities (DfES, 2003:
8). However, government investment would not béicgaht to fund the desired

improvements, so the student contribution woul@$sential.



156

Table 8.3: Summary of the spending review settlement for HE in England
(from White Paper: The Future of Higher Education, DfES, 2003: 19)

Summary of the Spending Review Settlement for Higher Education in England {£million)

02-03 03-04 04-05 05-06 per cent Incraase in
incash terms
05-06 over 02-03

Resoarch® 1,910 2,144 2318 2633 28

of which capital® 256 364 453 453 77
Knewledge transfor® 62 82 101 14 84
Teaching and learning 3,943 4,230 4504 4963 76

of which capital 155 207 377 447 185
Expansion 0 9 21 39
Access and widening particpation &6 119 130 132 &3
Management, leadership, and

strategic development i5 PE] 32 34 127
Student support** 1578 1,681 1838 199 %
Other 2 ] 12 14
Totaf recurrant F185 F.738 8227 8023
Total capital 411 571 am 895
Grand Total 7595 B30 o057 9918 3

* Including estimates of the amount of the Office of Science and Technology's UK wide funding that is [Tkely to go tw HE
institutians in England. These estimates are forward prajections based on spending in previous years oy 05T and the 0ST
Research Councils.

= Estimated share of student support likely te go on HE student dorriciled (1 England. These estimalas are hased an the most
recent data from the Student Loans Company.

Underlying the financial proposals in the 2003 WH#aper, therefore, was a professed
government commitment to improving quality. Impaitg, justification for this large
increase in spending on higher education was baséde premise that after ‘decades of
under-investment’ higher education was ‘under presand at risk of decline’ (DfES,
2003: 4). Echoing the Dearing Report, this amoutealrarely expressed admission by
government that quality had suffered as a resutttd in funding. The UK was investing
less than its international competitors in termpeafcentage of GDP (DfES, 2003: 1.12) to
the extent that the backlog of investment in teaglaind research facilities was estimated
at £8 billion. The White Paper (1: 19) accepted tha decline in staff:student ratios from
1:10in 1983 to 1:18 in 2000 had resulted in aidedh small classes and face-to-face
contact between staff and students, deterioratifigstructure and shortage of teaching
resources which inevitably had the potential ‘tgréele the learning experience and
threaten the quality of education’ (Greenaway aagriés, 2003: 154). A large increase in
funding for research was therefore to be accompanyea significant investment in
teaching which was acknowledged to have been tlaiog the ‘the poor relation in

higher education,’” (DfES, 2003: 1.18).
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In supporting these proposals over a protractegeBlair encountered strong opposition

from his Secretary of State, Estelle Morris (whsigaed over the issue), from many
members of the Labour Party and, until very latehanday, from the Chancellor, Gordon
Brown. Blair's majority in the House of Commons débon 27 January 2004 was reduced
to 5, with 71 Labour members voting against an&ld€aining.

8.5.2 A vision for higher education

As well as introducing the proposals for variahlgion fees, the 2003 White Paper spelt
out the Labour government’s vision for higher ediacain the UK. Notably, even in the
sixth year of the Blair government, rather than arking on major changes, it reiterated
many priorities of the previous Conservative goweents. In a speech at Greenwich
Maritime University in February 2000, Blunkett haginounced a new government aim to
ensure that ‘half of all young people benefit froigher education by the age of thirty’.
There was a continued emphasis on maintaining Kis ldternational research
competitiveness, particularly through support tersce and technology, and the
importance of higher education’s contribution te #tonomy through retaining links with
industry, now referred to as ‘harnessing knowledgeealth creation’ (DfES, 2003,
Foreword 2). The quality of higher education remained gomeoncern and the White
Paper signalled a number of themes which would finegorominent in the future quality

assurance agenda.

8.5.3 Learning from Subject Review (QAA, 2003)

The emphasis on evaluating quality assurance sgsédsmn aspect of accountability had
continued. The QAA’s contractual obligations regdithe agency to report annually to
HEFCE on the outcomes of subject review and irtstital audit, highlighting emerging
themes and trends and judgements about the stgtealify and standards in higher
education. The QAA’s formal self-evaluation and marng processes included collecting
feedback from student representative bodies, utitits and auditors who had participated
in their reviews. It also consulted with the seadnrchanges of process and from time to
time published more substantial reports, sudbeasning from Subject Review, 1993-2001
(QAA, 2003) a comprehensive report on the sevendswf teaching quality assessments
between 1993 and 2001 (later known as subjectwsyiehich attempted to assess ‘the

large scale impact of the process and the reddtsttdelivered for the sector as a whole’
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(QAA, 2003: 2).Paul Clark HEFCE's Director of Quality Assessment, commentectioe

scale and audacity of the venture’ which had esdla®, 904 subject reviews in 62 subject
areas with an overview report published for eaddjesai area. As an indication of the
quality of higher education, the Foreword emphakthat the overwhelming majority of
subject provision had been approved and the regent on identify a number of beneficial
impacts on higher education. It claimed that assalt of the new quality assurance
systems the universities had become ‘more seitaliand adopted a more systematic and
rigorous approach to the design and delivery ofpgrirammes’ (QAA, 2003: 4). There
was evidence of a growing strategic approach toaulum and resource planning and the
reports showed that teaching and learning strategeéze becoming more common,
learning outcomes were more clearly defined ancethvas significant innovation in
teaching and learning. The dissemination of goedtore had been promoted by the
publication of subject review reports and the iaflae of subject reviewers within their
own institutions. There was greater response tanitreasingly diverse needs of students

and the figures for degree class awards indicatgtehlevels of attainment.

Certain aspects of provision, however, were lesstipely reviewed. Many reports had
criticised universities for lack of clarity in dafng their aims and objectives and stating
clear learning outcomes. Assessment practices cafoesome serious criticisms and
were seen as the area in most need of improveesitive judgements about the external
examiner system were outnumbered by frequentlyesgad concerns in subject overview
reports. In some places, learning resources sultbrasy services and IT equipment were
under great pressure, and sub-standard teachioghaoadation and overcrowding often
compromised the quality of teaching and learnirtte ihadequacy of statistical

information required by reviewers for tracking fhh@gression of students also gave rise to
problems. In terms of quality management procedueficiencies in the internal
processes required for the monitoring, review araluation of the quality of student
learning often received adverse comment. Thereawigence of lack of involvement by
staff and students in the quality assurance preseskich resulted in ‘little commitment,
sense of ownership or of high priority given to liecess’ (QAA, 2003: 50). A serious
issue frequently noted by reviewers was inadequatarding of recommendations
contained in subject reviews. This resulted in Idetays in remedial action being taken
which was clearly to the detriment of learning. féheas general evidence that student
views were taken seriously, though in a significauber of cases completed student

guestionnaires were not analysed and there wkesditino feedback to students.
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8.5.4 Government concern with quality

Throughout the 2003 White Paper, the governmentanasus to show itself as a
safeguarder and promoter of quality. It was clairied the threefold increase in graduates
over the past two decades had been achieved “sdiiéguarding quality’ (DfES, 2003: 4)
and the policy for continued expansion would noabeompanied by a ‘compromise on
quality’ (DfES, 2003: 7). The aim was to supporpnovements in teaching quality in all
universities: ‘high quality teaching must be redsgd and rewarded, and best practice
shared’ (DfES, 2003: 7).

In practical terms this commitment was translated & number of proposals relating to
teaching quality, staff development and studentaghdraining for all university teachers
was to be established on the basis of ‘new natipredéssional standards for teaching in
higher education’ (DfES, 2003: 46) and, buildingtba existing ILTHE, the creation of a
‘Teaching Quality Academy’ to support continuousfpssional development. External
examiners were also to receive improved trainirgjiaduction, with a proposal for a

national programme by 2004-05.

Recent evidence of ‘a worrying rise in unfilled sacies across the university workforce’
(DfES, 2003: 4.20) had already led to recognitibthe need to increase pay but, to
academics’ disappointment, this did not amounnta@oss-the-board rise in salaries: it
was to be conditional on ‘better pay differentiatfor teachers, with institutions rewarding
those who teach well’ (DfES, 2003: 4.23). This Ilmdtween pay and performance was in
keeping with the aim to reward ‘excellence’ througtiividual rewards to ‘truly
outstanding individual teachers’ (DfES, 2003: 4.2ii)l the award of significant extra
funding to departments designated ‘Centres of Tiagdaxcellence'.

8.5.5 Student choice

The ideas in the White Paper relating to quality ehoice amounted to a fully-fledged
reiteration of the consumerist philosophy linkirerk to the Charter initiative of the Major
government in the early 1990s. The concept that&stt choice will increasingly work to
drive up quality’ (DfES, 2003: 46), repeated selénaes, was here reinforced by the idea
that now that students were being asked to con&itauthe costs of their education, ‘their
expectations of quality will rise’ (DfES, 2003: 4. A further feature of this consumer

framework was the proposal to strengthen the mesimafor student complaints.
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The apogee of consumer rhetoric was reached irosettl3 of the White Paper under the
heading ‘Ensuring universal good provision’ whichaunted to an obligation on providers
of education to offer guaranteeof quality: ‘All students have the right to goahthing

... S0 as well as making sure that students can nvekenformed choices, we must seek

to guarantee good-quality teaching for everyone'.

There followed a list of daunting commitments foademics and employers:

‘This means being clearer about the teaching aathileg standards and
practices that students and government, as theipainfunders, have a right to
expect from all higher education providers. Allyiders should set down their
expectations of teachers with reference to natiprafessional standards;
should ensure that staff are trained to teach antrwe to develop
professionally; should have effective quality aasge systems and robust
degree standards; and should value teaching aratdeyood teachers’

(DfES, 2003: 4.13).

8.5.6 The future of quality assurance

The White Paper had also endorsed the recent chamgs processes which were
intended to ‘reduce the burden on higher educatistitutions’ by relying more on the
universities’ own systems (DfES, 2003: 4.15). Basedhe ‘principle of intervention in
inverse proportion to success’ intensive scrutimyld be restricted to cases where
problems had arisen. According to the commentscademics’ attitudes to quality
assurance in the JM Consulting Report (2005) tacslargely succeeded. Nevertheless, the
familiar threat of a link between quality assesshagr funding remained: ‘achievement of
satisfactory outcomes from QAA review systems [wipide expected of all institutions in
receipt of block teaching grant’ (DfES, 2003: 4.D@spite its claim to be presenting a
vision of ‘a freer future’, there was a clear meggsthat the government would continue to
intervene ‘when [notif’ ] universities [failed] to provide adequate oppaities or when
access, quality or standards [were] at risk’ (DfE®)3:1.43) and the reference to

‘guarantees’ did not raise much expectation of aemelaxed approach.

8.5.7 The Higher Education Act (2004)

Despite a difficult passage through Parliament beeaf its controversial proposals on
fees, the Higher Education Act became law on 1 2Q84. Several of its other themes —

the quality of teaching and rewards for excellestaedent choice and competition, and the
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provision of information on which to base their @&mns did much to set the direction for

the QAA throughout the next decade.

8.6 Summary

The narrative of this chapter has illustrated tbkatity of quality assurance in the period
between the Higher Education Acts of 1992 and 280#4peated pattern developed in
which mounting discontent among academics reachgd tevel, provoking ministerial
intervention and leading to radical change. In ezade, there had been an external source
of provocation: the ill-considered imposition oétldouble whammy’ of audit and
assessment, compounded by the introduction of noateicoring from 1995; the
increasingly authoritarian culture promoted by tiegv leadership of the fledgling QAA;
and belated political acknowledgement of the negagffects of underfunding on quality

with consequent anxieties about the internatiogilitation of UK higher education.

Apart from exacerbating an already widening riftvieeen higher education and
government during this period, these conflicts @adimber of damaging outcomes for the
quality agenda. The abolition of the HEQC meantidiss of its strongly developmental
approach to quality improvement and the involvenwdracademics in its work. There
were also disadvantages in the loss of autonontiido®AA after 2001, which made it
increasingly subject to political influence. Thouggturing the funding of higher
education, the introduction of student fees wagipally controversial and had profound

effects on the lives of students and the relatigussith their teachers.
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CHAPTER 9: WORKING WITH QUALITY ASSURANCE — EFFECTS ON STAFF

‘The assessment and management of quality in higgheécation seems to arouse
enthusiasm and cynicism in equal meas(Beennan and Shah, 2000: 1).

9.1 Introduction: The management of change

From 1992 onwards, universities and individual aoaids had to learn how to operate in a
new and complex world, to understand the ways bfigans and the language of civil
servants and to attempt to influence the policy-enskor their own advantage, often in the
glare of publicity. At the same time, they haditaftheir place in the new internal
hierarchies in universities and forge new relatigms among managers, administrators and
peers. This chapter analyses the practical anchptygical effects of quality assurance on
the lives and work of academics.

Newton (2002: 154) warned policy makers to avolgimg on ‘planned change’ but rather
to acknowledge the unpredictable nature of ‘emdrgleange’ and its potential for
unforeseen consequences. Quality assurance, asteument of policy enforcement, was
subject to these uncertainties. Gordon (1993) b#idated on the radical nature of the

higher education reforms of the early 1990s anat grebable impacts on staff:

‘The literature on cultural change in organisatisnggests that the initial
phase is usually one of denial. (Why us? Is it asagy//relevant?) If adequate
attention is paid to explanations, if care is tat@ensure that the innovation is
appropriate to the stated needs and is achievallesaadequately resourced,
then the phase of adoption and embedding followusrdafter, it is usually
argued, there is a need to revise the culturalegati the organization to
assimilate the development as the new standarmjkenational practice’
(Gordon, 1993: 18).

This kind of carefully planned incremental approaas certainly not applied to the
introduction of quality assurancqadrt of the difficulty in the 90s was that this wesw, it
was different, it was perceived to be threateh{igilliams, I: 9). By 1993, therefore,
Holmes (1993: 5) was already commenting on the ¢aitme strain for academics of the

‘sustained period of change which has been botlesnadging and
challenging, impinging on all areas of their adtivand requiring individuals,
groups, departments and institutions to consideréry nature, character and
even the potential demise of their present actisiti
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Harvey (1995: 131) drew attention to ‘scepticisnd agnicism’ among academics in

settings where this ‘necessary groundwork’ hadoeein done to gain their assent to new
developments such as the attempted introductidrotal Quality Management in a small
number of institutions which had a seriously dixasimpact on relationships between
management and departmental stafen though the initial shock of the externally
imposed quality assurance régime wore off, for m&tajf the pressures in the increasingly
complex higher education sector had not reduceld tmte. The atmosphere of constant
upheavainduced a feeling of ‘policy fatigue’ across tleztor (Morley, 2003: 59). Henkel
(2000) confirmed that, though some academics rasedrihe benefits of quality
assurance, many continued to view it negativelyreselement in a series of largely
unwelcome changes besetting higher education. €s®pal consequences of these
tensions took some time to manifest themselvesuooéd out to have important long-term

effects on universities and the people who worlketthém.

9.2 Focus on frontline academics

9.2.1 Research on quality assurance

As the cumulative effects of these stresses grhdemderged, the impacts of managing
guality as perceived ‘through the eyes of ordiresgdemic staff’ became a focus for
research (Brennan and Shah, 2000: 140). In hey sifualcademic identities and policy
change, Henkel (2000) used the introduction ofituaksurance as a case study to
illustrate the effects of the radical higher edigrateforms of the 1980s and 90s on
universities and their staff. Focusing her survegaademics at ‘macro, meso and micro’
levels, she noted that, depending on institutiecnéilre, either the central management of
quality assurance in universities might reducesthength of departments or, conversely,
the experience of subject assessment might incteassprit de corpgmong
departmental colleagues. Clearly some staff withbeeience as assessors or who had been
involved in preparation for quality audit or asseeat might take a more favourable view.
Henkel observed that the early debates about gue#urance had mainly taken place at
national level, raising major issues about theqipile of academic autonomy, the
breakdown of trust between government and univessand the definition of quality

itself. For most academics involved in it, the TQAd been ‘a dramatic intervention in
their working lives, dominating the semester omtén which it occurred, and the whole

academic year for those with responsibilities figamising it... It was a feature of the
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horizons within which academics worked’ (Henkelp@097). Despite the public clashes

of the quality debate, however, the views of academt faculty and departmental level
had been ‘relatively muted’ early on (Henkel, 2088) and to fill this gap the second part
of her study, drew information from interviews wabhademics, managers and

administrators from various levels.

9.2.2 The ‘implementation gap’

Many reports and evaluations of quality assuraended to adopt a management
perspective promoting messages supportive of quadgurance: protests of front-line staff
were largely ignored or not taken seriously andmoth attention was paid to those who
attempted to argue against it. Kogan and HanneQ0229) commented on the frequent
assumption by policy makers that ‘target groupslm@aocounted on to act as if they are
subject to no other influences than the policyifitsEhe belief that ‘once the hard job of
policy-making is done they can send out the finisblecuments and wait for results’ often
leads to a gross underestimate of the need to supplccy implementation at grassroots
level (Trowler, 2002: 17). Such assumptions arguemtly accompanied by a lack of
understanding that their policies will be ‘receivaattl interpreted differently in different
contexts according to institutional context, higtand environment’ (Trowler, 2002: 17).
At departmental level varied interpretations oflguassurance guidance often resulted in
divergent rather than uniform practice, vividly delsed by Trowler (2002: 5) as ‘the
rough terrain that is missed by the large-scalesndje ‘implementation gap’ between
official guidance prescribed by the Funding Counaihd the QAA and the varying
interpretations by staff at local level often ledathat Ball (1994:10) described as the ‘wild
profusion of local practice’. The erratic developref quality assurance itself with
frequent changes of government priorities, alteratiin methodology and revisions in
terminology inevitably proved confusing and demating for academics. As Trowler
(1998: 151) commented, ‘actors at the ground lavelas likely to adapt policy as to adopt
it, to shape and re-shape it as they implement it’.

The difficulties and tensions that arose duringithelementation of quality assurance in
universities, were a classic example of ‘this gjeselective blindness of formal policy
makers’ (Trowler, 2002: 18) but it took some tinoe the views of front-line staff to
become the focus of serious analysis. In an effosupplement the ‘one-dimensional

nature of previous thinking’, Trowler’s edited vate,Higher Education Policy and
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Institutional Chang€2002) included chapters analysing the effectsotity change on

departments and individual academics, includingriqgact of quality assurance. With a
similar purpose in mind, Newton (2000 and 2002pra&gal on two stages of a ‘close-up
study’ of developing quality assurance procedunes higher education college, analysing
how academics sought to make sense of ‘the quahylution’ and how it affected their

lives.
9.3 Impacts on working lives

9.3.1 Workers in the ‘quality industry’

The effects of quality assurance systems on statfuglly became apparent through the
1990s. As chapter 6 pointed out, the quality asg@andustry’ created new career
opportunities and some staff responded positivelr¢ results-oriented challenges of
‘performativity’. By the end of the 1990s, Henk2DQO0) recognised that there were
potential advantages in pedagogical and organisatierms and Barnett welcomed the
fact that the focus on teaching quality had conted to a variety of new teaching-related
opportunities for staff such asacher scholars, teacher researchers, curriculum
managers, that sort of thing so there are more i@ade possibilities for people who want

to become serious professionals interested in iegdh higher education(l: 8).

On the other hand, many of the initial causes sémément identified in chapter 7 had
continued. Hart (1997: 295) argued that the UK ebi®® with ‘quality of provision’

which had spread from industry and business tqtitdic sector had come to dominate the
universities, with often negative results. For Mgr(2002: 126) the continuing culture
change that had occurred in universities over tegipus decade meant that ‘higher
education [was] being repositioned as an indusather than as a social institution’ and
academics were being compelled to work in a culivrere knowledge was becoming a
commodity and ‘production metaphors, borrowed fiodustry, [were] now central to
higher education discourse’. As Trowler (2002: 4@nmed up, ‘a power struggle is going
on as academic labour is subjected to intensiboadind scrutiny in a context where
knowledge is increasingly commodified so that hrgkducation bears ever-closer

resemblance to a production facility’.

Further reflection now allowed commentators sucKrght and Trowler (2000) to

identify two differing types of quality assurancéwsimilar aims but based on different
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ideologies. In their analysis, Type | (the ‘indietrmodel of quality assurance focusing on

efficiency and measurement) could work when apglietiuman operations that are well-
defined, repeatable and stable’, such as ‘thealds<entre, the burger bar, the assembly-
line, production plant and military contexts whigguire high reliability’. It might also be
applicable to some ‘maintenance functions’ in higégucation, such as processing
admissions or maintaining student data, but it gkly unsuitable for the work of most
teaching staff which was non-routine, complex aegehdent on a high level of
communication skills. The type | approach to gyaiitked producing ‘bored and alienated
workers’ (Knight and Trowler, 2000: 112). In orderflourish, academic activity required
a different approach (Type 1) emphasising effextiwaching and learning, with processes
based on trust, designed to encourage creatilffudfilment and interaction and leaving

room for flexibility and change.

The current study has emphasised that the impé&disatity assurance could differ
markedly between different institutions and differetaff groups. Vice-chancellors might
recognise the potential benefits of quality asscedor teaching and for stricter
management of staff, while academics at departhegat resisted the externally imposed
monitoring systems. Intermediate grades such adshafadepartment, who might be
combining their teaching responsibilities with mgement roles, were caught in the
middle. A survey of 17 heads of department by Johr{2002: 82) demonstrated that their
own resistance to change, coupled with that obttalemics in their departments, made
them reluctant to depart from the ‘norms and tradd in the nature and purpose of
academic work’. Some welcomed the fact that theponsibilities for quality assessment
empowered them to raise the profile of teachindpwvitheir departments and to promote
staff development, but others now saw themselvesmfortably caught between calls for
greater efficiency and higher productivity from ggruniversity managers and antagonism
from junior colleagues who resented the impositioihguality assurance on their time.
Because policy implementation depended on ‘thedlipractices, experiences and
understandings of actors in context’, Johnson (2@03) took issue with contemporary
management methods which tended to ‘assume thetieéfieess of financial levers, and
draw on an ideologically driven, technical ratiofraimework of change relationships’.
The challenges of managing and motivating acaderagusired persuasion not
compulsionMorley (2003: vi) was sufficiently concerned abthu effects of quality
assurance on individuals to set up her own studigefiews of academics and
administrators in 36 UK institutions in order tgpéore ‘the power relations that organize

and facilitate quality assurance in higher educétio
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9.3.2 Divisive effects of quality assurance

The recruitment of staff with skills required byethuality industry gained pace through the
1990s: Morley (2003: 97) scathingly described duyassurance as a ‘job creation scheme’
and one of her respondents commented on the nurobgpecialist staff brought in
‘specially to get better points on QAA’ (Morley, 38). As another of her interviewees
described, this trend had resulted in a bewildehiegarchy of new posts, titles and
relationships: ‘We have a pro-vice chancellor whittée is quality assurance, or some
such. The pro-vice chancellor chairs a committeehvis called the academic quality
committee, which consists of a number of individgualit particularly of the deans of
academic quality in each of the faculties. And eafctihe faculties has an academic quality
committee, which the associate dean presides (Merley, 2003: 65).

Academics and support staff at departmental lemeldctake a different view from senior
managers and external quality monitoring agenaneissqpositive or negative effects. As
guality assurance became more important for theeusities’ reputations, administrators
might welcome the opportunity to gain influenceotigh use of their technical skills. For
example, Morley (2003: 103) cited situations whmanagement meetings took
precedence over lectures. Indeed from early ongsmademics began to recognise a
growing premium on managerial and administrativétgland ‘struggled to gain status
through the adoption of managerial roles’ (Holn#93: 5), though many saw this as
incompatible with their academic values (Henkel®@00Understandably, the increase in
the numbers of non-teaching staff caused consitierabentment, particularly in a context
where 52% of academic staff were appointed on fbeech or other insecure contracts by
1994/95 (Kogan and Hanney, 2000: 80) and theirmmewere declining in relation to

other professions.

The appointment of new administrators to co-ordirgatality assessment processes from
the centre did not mean, however, that front-licademics were released from the burdens
of administration. Instead, the computerisationmiersity information systems, while
adding to efficiency, had been accompanied by @fgsgnt reduction in clerical support

for teaching staff who were then expected to redgommany central demands for the
collection and transfer of information, includingisstics to inform the teaching quality

assessments. As a respondent to a 1998 survey adetnéhe introduction of computers
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and subsequent electronic communication has gilieersce to reduce secretarial support.

This means that academic staff do their own clevicak as well as administration and
academic work’ (Kinman and Jones, 1998: 29). Tkaltavas that, whether they liked it
or not, many ‘became part of the bureaucracy’ (& 000: 63). Within the new
structures many academics were unprepared forxiheneling management roles they
were required to take on for which they were ‘niolyall suited, but also not trained’
Kinman and Jones (2003: 31).

Some saw the TQA as a predominantly bureaucraticass in which ‘professional values
of responsibility, responsiveness, and individ@ion were being replaced by
administrative systems, which might provide therfaather than the reality of
accountability and substantive quality’ (Henkelp2099). Indeed, the result of an
assessment could depend on the quality of a depatspaperwork rather than the

quality of the teaching.

9.3.3 Workload

The pressures of quality assurance on workloadiaredcontinued to figure among the
most constant and persistent complaints from acexdedenkel, 2000, Newton, 2002,
Morley, 2003). Interviewee 6 in the present stueipembered that even at the end of the
1990s some academics from pre-92 universities stdkeomplaining about the amount of
course documentation required. Quoting figures feosurvey commissioned by the
Association of University Teachers (AUT, Court, 6% orley pointed out that between
1987 and 1993 alone (which covered the mergereBgrand post-92 universities) student
numbers had risen by 50% to more than a milliohtiole equivalents, while academic
staff numbers had gone up by only 15% to 72,00Dingestaff:student ratios had
inevitably raised teaching hours and class sizaewahthe same time the Research
Assessment Exercise had increased pressure taipasliwell as to seek funding for
research projects. Added to this, the routine reguents of quality assurance included
increased demands for documentation and a moredexbachedule of departmental
meetings. For those involved in preparing for andihssessment visits, the pressure
became intense, as exemplified by a senior lectunerreported having worked for 120

hours in the week before a subject review (Morg903: 77).

In a retrospective review of academic workloadslishbd in 2010, Tight used evidence

from a series of ten different workload surveysiedrout since 1945 to test the validity of
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academics’ commonly held belief that they their kimads had greatly increased. For the

purposes of my research, two main messages eniestlg; average academic workloads
had increased significantly since the 1960s, fr@n® 4ours a week in 1961-2 (Committee
on Higher Education, 1963:56) to 54.8 hours by 1@3durt, 1996: 255). Secondly, Tight
produced survey evidence that the proportion ofl@cacs’ time spent on administration
had risen inexorably from 11% in universities ir619%62 (Committee on Higher
Education, 1963: 56) to 33% by 1994 (Court, 19%:)2Court attributed this latter rise to
the demands of the RAE and TQA recently imposedroversities. The realisation that
one third of academics’ time was by this time smenadministration helps to explain their
perception that their workload was increasing. fiotheir overall total of working hours
might not have increased, they inevitably saw ttteachours required for administration as
curtailing time for research which was an equadlyemtial but usually much more
enjoyable part of their work. The duties associatéd quality assurance diverting them
from their key functions could thus, paradoxicallpdermine ‘the quality of the teaching

and research it [was] meant to protect’ (Tight, 20414 ).

Analysing the impact of working hours, Kinmanal. (2006) reported on two linked
studies undertaken in 1998 and 2004 to investitpéncidence and effects of stress in the
workplace among UK academics. In the first studgo6of full-time employees indicated
that they worked more than 45 hours in a typicatkvand 23% reported that they
regularly worked more than 55 hours. 72% said tieyg currently worked longer hours
than in recent years and 52% reported that more268&oc of their overall work took place
during evenings and weekends (Kinman and Jone8;: 2%). The second study,
undertaken in 2004, showed that 62% of respondesits working beyond the European
Union’s Working Time Directive weekly maximum of #®urs per week, while 22% were
working more than 55 hours per week (Kinneral, 2006: 3). Responses from academics
interviewed in these studies indicated that théasinsd pressure of this demanding
workload over a long period had a damaging effedheir job satisfaction and work/life
balance.

9.4 ‘Perform and conform’

Compliance with the government’s goals of economy efficiency meant that academic
values and practices had to compete with many @bléry objectives in universities —
‘economy, efficiency, utility, public accountabyljitenterprise and various definitions of

quality’ (Henkel, 2000: 47). At the same time, thaditional model of devolved decision-
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making by individual departments was supersedeahdme authoritarian management with

the result that their autonomy became subserveetiitet goals of the organisation. It was
clear to Kogan and Hanney (2000: 188) that ‘thditjuassessment system changed the
balance between managerial accountability and éheepof the academic community’.
Dearlove (1997: 64) wrote of the requirement fonagers to focus on ‘productivity and
quality’ in their management of academics, parédylthe greatly increased numbers of
contract staff being employed in response to tdeaton in the unit of resource for

teaching.

The growth of the new managerialism in the uniteErsiwas described by Ball (2003: 220)
as a culture of ‘performativity’ which exerted amnkind of pressure on staff: ‘the teacher,
researcher, academic are subject to a myriad gejuénts, measures, comparisons and
targets’. He associated this with ‘a new mode affiestegulation’ recognisable globally in
educational reforms which were requiring ‘indivitlpaactitioners to organise themselves
in response to targets, indicators and evaluationsgt aside personal beliefs and
commitments and live an existence of calculati@all, 2003: 215). He summed up
performativity as a ‘technology’ for assessing pleeformance of individuals or
organisations and the value and quality of theirkibrough ‘the translation of complex
social processes and events isitople figures or categories of judgement’. In sach
system performance was monitored constantly inrtfegests of ‘accountability’, with
individuals regularly judged on the achievementheir targets by comparison with others.
The expectation of ‘continuous improvement’ incexhthe pressure and the translation of
comparative statistics of inputs and outputs ictwres and league tables often led to a
demoralising atmosphere of competition. Loss oflag@c autonomy through the
‘subjugation of universities to the performativgginciple’ (Harker, 1995: 38) had serious
repercussions for many academics. Yet, as Shor&\vaigtht observed (1999: 571), ‘non-
compliance was not an option’ within the prevailowgrcive culture so these tensions

created ‘a basic cultural clash between academdsreanagement’ (Morley, 2003: 51).

Research studies at the start of the new centwy gaivid impression of what it felt like
for the academics involved in this uncomfortabliéuwre change which for many was
epitomised by the demands of quality assurance dideemfort for employees of this
compulsion ‘to perform and conform’ within suchuwtare (Morley, 2003: 72) was
exacerbated by the constantly changing demandpenfarmance indicators which
resultedn a high degree of uncertainty. She further arg2e@2: 126) that the

‘technologies’ devised for quality audit and asse=mst were having a damaging impact on
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‘organizational culture, academic identities andggogical relations in higher education’.

Many of the interviewees in Henkel’s case study pawlic accountability rather than
educational improvement as the main purpose ofitguedsurance and, though it was
widely perceived as a ‘legitimate public concethg ways in which it was implemented
gave rise to ‘widespread feelings of coercion ayrdaism’ (Henkel, 2000: 97). In a
review of the first decade of quality assuranceyvea (2005: 271) commented on the
‘overlapping layers of audit, assessment, accrialitaand external examining’ which

added up to what was described in parts of Eurep#he British quality juggernaut’.

The increasingly centralised university managems@uttures meant greater intervention
in the work of both departments and individual aratts, with a consequent loss of
independence and status (Harker, 1995: 37). Soaweaucs also resented what they saw
as lack of support from their institutions. Initiathey thought that university leaders had
not put up sufficient resistance to the externgdasition of quality assurance by the
government and there was also some resentment‘afitocratic’ management style,
reported by Harvey and Knight (1996: 159), a pettioed by Kinman and Jones (2003:
31) who noted lack of consultation and ‘managenbgredict’.

There were many criticisms of the quality assessmethods in action. The need to
define quantifiable performance indicators for measent was likely to result in
‘defining both teaching and its products in termhgvbat is readily measurable’ (Harvey
and Knight, 1996: 164) which could fail to revealthing about the quality of teaching or
learning in terms of both processes and outcomus pfessure to comply with pre-defined
criteria could then lead academics to view the @bjes of their teaching in terms of
quantifiable outputs, and would fulfil Trow’s eagpyophecy that ‘departments and
individuals would shape their activities to whabtints” in the assessments’ (Trow 1994
20). From an individual point of view, within thegvailing performative environment
academics were disturbed at the crudity of suclhotst being used to make judgements
about the quality of their teaching on which th@omotion prospects and security of
employment would depend. It was recognised thalitgussessment had led to an
increased focus on teaching which was largely wetmbbut on the other hand this could
become an added source of career sttessperformative culture, programmes for ‘staff
development’ and requirements to undertake teadiiadjficationsmight be used as a
‘management device for re-educating the workfoocadhieve targets’ (Harvey and
Knight, 1996: 157).



172
De Groot, an academic working as an elected ofb€éne AUT (1997: 134) explained

academics’ resentment at the methods of measurdyaeg used in the TQA: ‘material
quantities— publication output, numbers of students taughtunds generated — rather
than intellectual or educationgialitiesare very much in the foreground of how
academics and their work are valued’. The introdacdf quantifiable judgements
inevitably introduced a competitive element andegase to tensions among staff. The
processes of quality assurance converted it iftiechnology’ which required special
expertise to operate the systems and was sepdiratedhe key processes of education.
Specialist staff were often separated from othgadenents in ‘buffering sub-units’ to
manage the communication with external assessorgdi? 1999: 96). The externally
imposed processes of quality audit and assessneadg academics feel they were under
constant surveillance. As summed up by Morley (2&33 ‘professionalism was being
replaced by external monitoring systems’.

9.5 Competition and customers

9.5.1 Academic reactions to league tables

The numerical scoring system which remained inws# the reforms of quality assurance
systems in 2002 was a continuing source of digaatien among academics, particularly
once the ‘results’ of the quality assessments appda the press in the form of league
tables. These were compiled in different ways Iifedent newspapers and had done much
to foster a culture of competition among univeesitiwith varying effects. As predicted,
strong reservations were expressed about theitygind academics were ambivalent
about the publication of the scores. They undedstbat the public, particularly
prospective students and their families, would wele some accessible information about
universities and their relative merits. However sinoad ongoing concerns about the
highly complex process of subject assessment lvechgced to at-a-glance numerical
tables. There were many doubts about inconsistienttye methodology used to compile
the scores and the inclusion of out-of-date infaromawhich could undermine their
reliability. In a critique of the methodology usedcompile the tables, Berry (1999: 10)
concluded that they were unreliable as measurdeeatlative quality of individual
institutions and moreover, such ‘dubious rankirggsild distract attention from more
important issues relating to university standarus$\zalue for money. Tight (2000) and
Bowden (2000) both produced articles comparing ensity league tables to football and
assessing the different ways in which they wereestand ranked by different
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publications. They agreed that the tables weréttd Value in providing guidance to

prospective students seeking to choose a university

Academics recognised that the publication of leagb&es could give rise to perverse
effects. For example, a university’s desire to eghihigh standards through maintaining
academic rigour in marking and degree classificaticould actually lead to attaining a
lower place in league tables. Conversely, insbdi pressure to gain higher scores might
result to a ‘dumbing down’ of course content andpmn of more lenient marking

policies with the aim of inflating the student geadIn these circumstances the publication
of information supposedly indicating the qualityawf institution would fail to give a true

picture.

Nevertheless, scores mattered. The results oftgu@sessments presented in this way
quickly became a key element in the national atefmational competition in higher
education, with the universities becoming partidylaeen to market themselves to high-
paying international students who could make aidenable difference to a university’s
cash-flow. As Morley (2003: 132) pointed out, ‘se®have exchange and cash value in
today’s education market. They purport to redusk aind provide information for
consumers to make so-called informed choices’.lH@rother hand, they were also a cause
of anxiety to individual academics on the grouriad the ‘public labelling’ of

organizations would foster ‘competition, resentrseaarid anxiety’ and a low score would
inevitably be seen as ‘a badge of degradation’ (8492002: 136). Consequently, even the
sternest critics of the shortcomings of numericakisg admitted, somewhat
shamefacedly, to being pleased if their universttyred well and to using news of the
results for advertising purposes to enhance itéigpuhage in the competitive market. As
foreseen by Fairclough (1993) information acquii@dhe purposes of quality assurance
was thus being subverted into the role of imageinga&nd promotion. Looking back,
Henkel (2000:79) commented that ‘TQA quickly camdé seen as a competitive
exercise, with tangible significance for institutad and departmental reputations’.

The importance of league tables was confirmed tgnirewees in this study. From his
experience as chief executive of the QAA, Williaexplained the universities’ concefH.
they didn't get 21, the newspapers with the leagbges didn’t classify them as excellent
and therefore it was bad news for them. So yowigetchancellors ringing up and saying
“Why 207 It should have been 21(T: 9). From a different angle, as a former vice-

chancellor pointed out, there could be some adgastto published rankings as an
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incentive to improving qualitylooking at it from the perspective of an academic

manager, they are important. You do try to imprgeer ranking. You do think of things
that you could do, some of which involve the qualitat will have an impact. So on the

whole | would say they’re positivé: 6).

9.5.2 Teachers ‘delivering’ courses

The view by successive governments of universitycaton as a ‘marketable product’
whose quality should be subject to the same kirmseéssment criteria as ‘the production
of goods and services in a real market’ (Johns®®41375) had serious implications for
teachers. Trow (1994: 13) recalled a comment frazaraor official on one of the Funding
Councils who saw teaching quality assessment asam$mof judging whether the teacher
‘delivers the course the customer (i.e. the stydexpected to get’. This version of
education reduced the role of the teacher to delihva ‘a product which the customer
buys’ (Trow, 1994: 13). Teaching had become a iserindustry’ and good quality
teaching was now regarded ‘not as a gift but agha’ (Morley (2002:133). Henkel (2000:
104) reported that few academics in her survey wefavour of ‘commodifying’ higher
education or treating students as customers. Cani20®3: 134) criticised the 2003
White Paper as a ‘triumph of marketisation and aomexism’ which reduced the job of the
academic to giving ‘the customer value for monéijdwever, Harvey (2010: 101)
commented that ‘the student as consumer is an uioctable metaphor for most
academics’ and research carried out by Lomas (2@¥@&gled that this concept was
widely rejected: ‘academics do not believe thahbigeducation is just another service
industry.... Whereas the government and its agemstiess the need to consider students
as customers, there is very limited support fas ttotion amongst academic staff’. The
effects of this trend on the relationship betwessacthers and students are explored in

chapter 10.

9.6 Academics undermined

9.6.1 Loss of professional autonomy

Chapter 5 described tlggadual deterioration in the position of acadendiegsng the latter
part of the 28 century and the consequent demoralisation of tbiegsion. This trend had
many causes and had been well underway thereféwechtbe 1992 Further and Higher

Education Act introduced quality assurance systanosuniversities. It would therefore
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not be reasonable to attribute this loss of statusmorale solely to the imposition of the

regulatory régime and quality assurance was noteusally resisted. However, it is
important to recognise that for many staff the psjyogical consequences of quality
assurance were far from positive and many respdasdestudies reported in this chapter
gave evidence of ‘the disabling effects of thessti@duced by quality assessments’
(Morley, 2003: 79).

One of the overall consequences for academicseafiiplementation of quality assurance
was a growing feeling of de-professionalisation ksd of trust. Johnson (1994: 378)
commented on the ‘contempt for academic self-gawernt now displayed by the central
authorities’. In a culture of centralised managetneontrol over the quality assurance of
teaching and research had largely been removedtfremprofessional domain of
individual academics to become a collective resjilityg of institutions and departments.
Henkel (2000: 257) emphasised that ‘academic fr@édaeant, among other things,
‘being trusted and being given the space to mattegpattern of one’s own working life
and to determine one’s own priorities’. Externadliagystems introduced in the name of
accountability reduced their professional auton@mg also undermined their self-
confidence. As Morley (2003: 56) commented ruefullye are asked to trust the measures
rather than the professionals delivering the setvBlackmore (2009) explained how
guality assurance could limit the horizons of teagh

‘Academics have to make explicit their aims, praesiand achievements, both

predicting what is to be taught and how it is tadagght, and then teaching to

that prediction without deviation, as laid dowrumt guides and handbooks,

regardless of their student cohort or the unpraditity of the teaching

moment that may lead them elsewhere’ (Blackmor@42863)
9.6.2 Polarisation and hostility

Sharp divisions arose between ‘a new stratum & molividuals’ who were prepared to
embrace the new systems and those who resistedn@rh@95: 474). He observed how
‘those who [kept] faith with the traditional valupsere] often treated with pity and
contempt — as relics of the old world who [had] qoite got their act together’. Morley
(2002: 131) explained that caution was necessawelier much academics might resent
the practices of quality assurance, any challeagis imethodology could be interpreted as
resistance to the goals of public accountability #re improvement of teaching quality.
Those who opposed its bureaucratic demands wereextby management as being
obstructive and backward-looking: ‘opting out ofatjty assurance, for example, via
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fugitive or oppositional tactics, [was] dismissexdtle extinct roar of the dinosaurs’

(Morley, 2003: 8). Moreover, however ostensiblydahble and motivational the stated aim
of enhancement of teaching quality might be, whist ¢tould mean for academics in a
performative culture was being shackled to a rédsatand unattainable goal of continuous
improvement. The management guru, Charles Handyt agefar as to say that for an
employee the conflicting pressures of being ‘fortedct and speak in ways which do not
reflect his real beliefs in order to do his jobuteh become ‘a private crucifixion” (Handy,
1985: 139).

9.6.3 Quality assurance as an instrument of power

Morley (2002: 127) took as her starting point @ty statement that ‘quality assurance is a
régime of power’ and several other academics shaiediew. Certain aspects identified
in this chapter such as the oppressive schedwdgtefnal audit and assessment, constant
surveillance of staff, pressure to perform andttinbulence of perpetual change were
consistent with that Foucauldian interpretationtugs and Knight (1996: 157) suggested
that where staff development became ‘a managenesmtedfor re-educating the
workforce’ it could be seen as ‘a university cdmition to a Foucaudiasit) panopticon’.
By the end of the 1990s other academics went sasféaw develop a kind of conspiracy
theory which regarded quality assurance as a dracamstrument deliberately planned in
advance and being imposed by a malevolent goverhomenniversities to curb the
autonomy of academics (Shore and Wright, 199%atlstrn, 2000, Ball, 2003).

In some ways the idea of a carefully planned gjsageems persuasive but the assessment
of the ‘piecemeal and pragmatic’ nature of govemip®licy underlying the
implementation of quality assurance discussedezarlithis chapter does not support this
argumentFor example, according to Shattock (2012: 220)treatt Report had ‘been a
well-intentioned stab at taking a long term viewtlo# organization of universities ... but it
was not a Government blueprint for a new approacmtversity management’.
Nevertheless, while most academics could geneaaltept public accountability and the
enhancement of teaching quality as the guidingciples of quality assurance, many were
uncomfortable with the dictatorial practices invadvin its implementation. Harvey and
Knight (1996: 176) commented that in some placeanyrgovernments have found in the
assessment of quality a hammer with which to pduglder education’. The remainder of

this chapter explores the psychological effectthat ‘pounding’.
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9.7 Psychological effects on staff

9.7.1 Cumulative strains

A survey undertaken by Fulton (1995) reported thatheavy workload, including the
demands of quality assurance, and resulting tiragspires were contributing to loss of
morale. Traditional academic values and methodesawthing were challenged by the
measurement of quality in purely quantifiable terigher numbers of students meant
reduced opportunities for individual attention. &rficular frustration was the limited time
now available for research, especially in viewrs pressure on academics to produce
high quality work for the Research Assessment Eser¢larvey (1995: 131) commented
that for staff, even for those who supported thaliusystems, ‘the real obstacle’ was one
of time. Academics participating in the survey utaeen by Kinman and Jones in 1998
likened the cumulative effects of these problenrnduthe 1990s to the experience of
‘running up the down escalator’ (Kinman and Jo2€€3). The relentless pressure could
lead to feelings of stress and inadequacy whileragt scrutiny in a competitive

environment created insecurity and loss of selbarst

These problems had multiple causes. Though allerhtcould not be attributed to quality
assurance, there is no doubt that in the mindsademics quality assurance policies were
linked with the onslaught of changes that had eedutigher education during the 1980s
and 1990s which had been experienced by many esaf ‘loss or crisis’ (Henkel,
2000: 108). Henkel (2000: 184) also commented erldtel of frustration caused by
reduced opportunities for research because for rita@yombination of research and
teaching was what mattered for their sense of igenA crisis of identity could be

induced by the different roles that academics weng expected to fulfil in teaching,
research and administration, and strains of respgrid the varying demands of internal
and external stakeholders. One of Morley’s respotsdexpressed academics’ collective
anger at ‘the proliferation of committees and fimaaries in the college whose jobs seem
to serve no purpose except to waste the time aFWwarking academics with inane policy
documents, etc.’ (Henkel, 2000: 207) while Morl29@3) claimed that the overwork and
tension involved in preparing for Subject Reviewsvaatually preventing academics from

being good teachers.

Though some academics welcomed the opportunitréafolvement in quality assurance
processes, there could be tensions for the newpgrbipeer assessors, quality assurance
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officers and managers’ in auditing the work of thalleagues (Morley, 2003: 6). Biggs

(2003: 270) commented that staff in Teaching ararhieag centres might be used as
‘teaching police’ to pass information about indivéds to personnel departments. In
addition, increased scrutiny of their own ‘perfomoa@’ and competition with other
institutions created a new environment which macgdamics found extremely

threatening.

De Groot (1997: 134) regretted the ‘decline of egihlity and democratic governance in
universities’ for individual academics who foun@mtiselves increasingly subjected to the
decisions of university managers and external e¢gtg such as tight budgets and quality
mechanisms. Harvey and Knight (1996: 100) echoisdviaw of the de-motivating effect

of external scrutiny which could induce ‘a feelioigbeing manipulated, of not being
trusted or valued, by managers and outside agéndnds Knight and Trowler (2000)
demonstrated that these combined stresses ingvitghllted in reduced job-satisfaction
for academics and could have long-term negativectffon their wellbeing. For staff
directly involved in preparing for and participagim quality audits and assessments these
were sometimes especially severe and extended delgerworkplace into their personal

lives.

9.7.2 Distorted behaviour and game-playing

Inevitably, the cumulative effect of this kind afggsure was likely to be ‘disaffection’

with their work. As flagged up in chapter 7, mamyromentators observed that attempts by
academics to deal with these levels of psycholdgitass were manifesting themselves in
various kinds of ‘distorted behaviour’. Johnson949379) asserted that ‘what the
purveyors of assessment procedures and perfornyandsticks also forget is the human
capacity for protective counter measures and tanggsteps to beat the system’ while
Amann (1995) drew a parallel between these taaticsthe behaviour of officials in the
Communist bloc. Henkel (2000: 261) concluded thi@haneasures were adopted, often by
those with the least autonomy, as self-protectiechmnisms against the pressures they
were under — ‘more or less conscious strategiesrigerve academic identities, collective
and individual’. These attempts at subversion @okimber of forms, collective and
individual, from ‘wilful misunderstanding’ of therpcedures of the TQA to apparent
compliance which was not translated into actioredme ways academics could resist the

bureaucratisation of quality assurance by dismissias ‘a diversion from addressing
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what they saw as issues of substantive quality.is&re for administrators which could be

separated from their educational aims and valléshkel, 2000: 109). When talking or
writing about their experiences of quality assuegracademics often sought to dissociate
themselves from involvement. Harvey (1995) and isthad already recognised a desire to
maintain a separation between the essential presefteaching and learning and the

mechanistic aspects of quality assurance.

Hence the tendency to regard participation in ¢gpaksurance as a kind of game. Morley
(2003: 74) commented on the high incidence of dudiagery’ used by her respondents to
describe the processes of quality assurance. leonge, one senior lecturer described the
QAA'’s processes as ‘being a matter of playing theag ... and if you don’t quite know the
rules of the game you then make mistakes ... am@mes you're lucky with the game so
you get a weak referee, sometimes you get a nefdsee and you get sent off’ (Morley,
2003: 74-75). Henkel (2000: 109) agreed that ‘#s& of academics and the institutions
was to learn the rules and play to win’. This migiviolve subjugating their personal
resistance to the prevailing interests of the usi ‘quality evaluations involved game
playing to cast the evaluated programme or ingtituin the best possible light’ (Harvey,
2005: 272). This kind of perverse reaction to qyassurance occurred when academics,
by their own admission, found themselves beingduméo competing for high scores in
the TQA although this was a process they despAeédlated point was made by Cameron
(2003) who sarcastically drew attention to the Iliefa the government when academics
were themselves persuaded to create propagandatiauhg the excellence of the

education they were providing despite the strafrhoonic underfunding.

From his experience on the other side of the feaiams reported that this situation

was well understood by the regulatory bodiescourse academics are very clever so they
learn how to play the game. The stakes are velty imghis case, so they wjras
demonstrated by the Warwick economists in 2001s €kpertise in achieving high scores
in assessments could result in grade inflationli&is also recalled a perverse effect of
this competitive culturewhen the HEQC or the QAA came in and gave thenllenxter

24 ... then those departments were unmanageable ré\WWerfect, we've been told, get off

our backs™ (I: 9). Success ithis context could thus undermine any possible vatibnal

effect of the exercise.
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9.7.3 Emotions expressed through metaphor

Under the heading ‘the scholarship of resistard®pter 7 noted how academics
summoned the power of their rhetoric and introasucdf literary allusions to express the
strength of their resistance to quality assuraBoéthere was another way in which their
‘angry letters and articles in the public press ar@noranda to the QAA’ used
metaphorical language and allusion to describatteetive impacts of quality assurance
(Morley (2003: 71). This could be ‘a display of wwhl capital, or a sense that quality
processes are fictive’ intentionally using ‘cultui@resist ‘the discourse of utilitarianism’
(Morley, 2003: 75). The use of industrial metaphaescribed in chapter 6 came into this
category and had continued throughout the nextd#eapuality assurance was widely
referred to as a powerful ‘technology’ (Ball (20@Bjough which higher universities had
been ‘re-engineered’ (Morley, 2003: viii) or ‘reenided’ (Alderman, 1996: 187). Higher
education had become ‘a production line’ wherewtbekers must achieve a ‘near-zero

defect’ performance (Morley, 2003: 84).

References to totalitarian régimes by Amman (12®%) others conveyed academics’
reactions to ‘menace, authoritarianism and the ratpe to follow rules that are
constantly in flux’ (Morley, 2003: 75). For examplehnson (1994: 379) drew attention to
‘the Potemkin villages’ of evidence constructedalsademics in order to prove their
‘excellence’ and deplored the ‘paraphernalia ofduiureaucratization required for
assessors who come from on high like emissaries Kafka’s castle’. The hegemony
acquired by quality assurance was also express&tdking religious metaphors for
example McNay’s comment (1992: 10) that ‘the termglklearning and their priests were
derided and their control passed to the laity’. Bo(@999: 98) wrote that since the mid-
1980s a new ‘theology of quality, efficiency andezprise [had] emerged in higher
education’. Hart (1997: 295-6) represented its pewénfluence as a movement promoted
by ‘qualitymongers’ who ‘spread the gospel’ and@xchancellor committed to quality
was described as ‘a kind of quality muezzin® whandosummon the faithful throughout
the university to pay homage to ‘a golden, or rateaden, calf before which would all be
expected to bow down and adore’. Other metaphors u&ed to convey the feeling of
being overwhelmed. Holmes (1993: 5) adopted a calutirn of phrase writing that ‘those
drowning in the sea of new-found managerialism sweght refuge on the lifeboat of
techniques ... drawn from the commercial world’. 8tean (1997: 305) compared the

function of audit with ‘Frankenstein’s monster’, fghrespondents to Newton (2000: 155)
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likened the apparently insatiable demands for mfdron to a ritual of ‘feeding the beast'.

Whatever the reasons for resorting to metaphseeins valid to assert that, consciously or
unconsciously, academics were using this deviexpoess their powerful feelings of
being confronted by overwhelming forces or to trgistance themselves from this

oppressive environment.

9.7.4 Quality assurance as theatre

An extended metaphor which occurs frequently inliteeature was the concept of quality
assurance as a drama with a turbulent plot beisygepl out by a cast of thousands. This
interpretation gains force from the frequency withich many people involved in quality
assurance resorted to theatrical metaphors toidests processes, another strategy for
dissociation. In their descriptions, quality auditel assessments often became
‘performances’ in which staff were compelled todaet roles. As early as 1989, Becher
(1989: 48) had commented that preparations for A Audit visit were like a
performance organised by managers and a decad&haiee and Wright (2000: 567)
reported that one university had even put on adeypdress rehearsal in preparation for an
assessment visit. Harvey (2005: 272) commentedvibigs by TQA assessors had been
criticised for their ‘theatricality’: ‘the peers drthe review subjects perform as required ...
and the whole is a stage-managed set piece’. Vdbddemics played the principal roles,
Salter and Tapper (2000: 68) described studeritbagprivileged members of the
university audience’ while administrators, poligins and bureaucrats were ‘a supporting
cast to the central academic performance’. KogahHanney (2000) identified the
importance of the actions and interactions of imtlial actors which, according to Henkel
(2000: 110) meant that participation in quality ésidnd assessments could become
‘matters of image management, performance andoseffentation’. The role-playing
metaphor was most strikingly developed in Morlesfspter entitled ‘A Comedy of
Manners’ (2002). She described quality proceduses ‘aegime of power’ within which

‘all actors, like characters in a Jane Austen ngialy carefully choreographed roles’.
This perception also involved serious criticismshef methodology of quality assurance.
In an articlewhat Price Teaching Quality2001: 1) Harrison and Lockwood used
theatrical terms to describe what they had leaamhftheir participation in Warwick
Department of Economics Subject Review. ‘QAA’s nwetblogy is not scientific. It is
based on courtroom drama, not science. Of couraeourtroom it helps if your case is
solid. And the exhibits on your side dominate ity and quality. But that is only half

the story. The other half is theatre: stage managéand rhetoric’. The process of subject
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review could be choreographed accordingly andehésation of this might help to

achieve high scores but it also led to cynicism rgnacademics.

Ball linked the ideas of ‘performance’ and ‘perfativity’ in which an organisation
created ‘an enacted fantasy’ to present a pictimetwcomplied with the prescribed targets
or policies. He used the word ‘fabrications’ to clése these ‘versions of an organization
... which does not exist... they are produced purpdsafuorder to be accountable’
(Ball, 2003: 224). Staff compelled to take parsuth ‘performances’ resorted to
‘inauthentic practice and relationships’ (Ball, 30@22) and according to Harvey (2005:
273) the compromises involved, gave rise to a kindnhoral corruption’. Apart from the
compromising effects on staff, it is reasonablsuonise that the falseness of such
charades in which the main aim was ‘impression mgament’ (Newton, 2000: 156) must
inevitably have undermined the validity of any jedtents based on them. Blackmore
(2009: 862) agreed that institutional audits hacbb®e ‘staged performances, often with

little relevance to real practice other than asrisome data-gathering exercises’.

9.8 Employment issues

The strains of participating in this drama tooktd on the major players. By the late
1990s many front-line academics were feeling tieced of a decade of constant change,
increasing workload and the creation of an oppvessilture of performativity which was
threatening their psychological wellbeing. Newt80@0) had found that discontent was
leading staff to turn against management and cdedhat staff conditions and rewards
should themselves be considered and addressedaagpext of quality. Respondents to a
Kinman and Jones survey of 2003 clearly identifredersonal management as a
contributory factor: ‘They demand that we take aorenadmin, more teaching, more
research, but they are less interested about alityjaf life at work. We feel we have
been treated as numbers, we have to produce wdhawidnt in order to achieve targets,
meet deadlines, reach the highest ratings’ (KinarahJones, 2003: 31). In this and their
later survey, there was also evidence that quasispurance was partly to blame for this
state of affairs: 74% of respondents to the samey believed that there was ‘too much
emphasis on quality assurance in the sector’ (Kmaral Jones 2003: 30). Quality
assurance appeared in the list of 12 major ‘sglbred job stressors’ reported by

respondents to two surveys about the well-beingkbficademics (Kinmaat al., 2006:
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17) while ‘increased bureaucracy’ and ‘quality dewhsl were among the reasons given for

academics considering leaving the university segommanet al, 2006: 20).

Some of the pictures painted by commentators op#lyehological effects experienced by
academics went beyond a depiction of pressurdsimbrkplace to include more serious
concerns. In 1994, Fisher produced a book ent8leelss in Academic Life: the Mental
Assembly Linewhile the surveys by Kinman and Jones reporteel$eof ‘burnout’ and
concerns about the psychological well-being offs&dme of the symptoms were
expressed in pathological terms. For example, Md2003: 84) described the effect of
quality audits on institutions as ‘a type of orgaational trauma’ and reported that the
stress on individuals was causing disabling symptofipanic and sleeplessness’. She
claimed that the double burden of the RAE and Sxlijeview by the QAA were creating
‘a pincer movement of fear and alienation’ whichriea long-term risks for academics
(Morley, 2002: 128). Feeling coerced into complyefficiently with the demands of
quality assurance, whose principles and practloeg fundamentally rejected, in order to
achieve as high a score as possible for their awwetsities could produce what Morley
(2002:129) defined as ‘cognitive dissonance’ invitals and what Blackmore and Sachs
(cited by Ball, 1997: 221) called ‘institutionalrszophrenia’. De Groot (1997: 134)
reported that many academics (particularly womesrevexperiencing ‘alienation’ — ‘a
growing sense of separation between work and palsdentity’ — and ‘anxiety’, arising
from job insecurity caused by growing competitiowl &carce resources. ldentifying the
conflict between academics’ own views of what cbatgd good practice and the
behaviour demanded by ‘performance’, Ball (2003&)2&ent so far as to describe the
tensions between traditional academic values amaélv culture of performativity as a
struggle for ‘the teacher’s soul’. In his opinieaforms of this magnitude did not ‘simply

change what people, as educators, scholars aratchses do, it changes who they are,’

From an employment point of view, Kinman and Jdi2893: 37) reported that ‘stress is
now seen by many British employers as one of thstiingportant health and safety issues
in the workplace’ and, three years later, idendifieat UK academics were prone to higher
levels of psychological distress than those in otioeintries and those in other UK
professional groups (2006: 232). Academics suchhase and Wright (1999) who had
researched the views of their colleagues stronglipesed these findings. Morley (2003:
79) drew attention to the fact that every one afinformants had expressed concerns

about staff working conditions and asserted thaaligy assessment should become a
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health and safety issue in the workplace. Basicdrurasource management approaches

do not seem to have been applied to quality assatran

9.9 Summary : the human costs of quality assurance

As early as 1994 Johnson (1994: 375) had pointéthati‘the manner in which the
adaptation to mass higher education is being chaig is also crucial to the standards of
universities in the future and to the quality afféciveness of their staffs’. He also
criticised those, such as politicians ‘who faikase seriously the evidence of widespread
demoralization within the academic profession’ (mn, 1994: 377). Harvey and Knight
(1966) and Newton (2000) continued to argue thagtnality of teaching was dependent
on individual frontline staff and their personaldractions with students. Appealing for
this problem to be taken seriously, Kinmetral (2006: 20) pointed out that UK higher
education had ‘long enjoyed a reputation for thghtguality of its provision. Higher
education is a labour-intensive industry that esheavily upon the capabilities and
goodwill of its employees to provide such qualififhe belief that ‘the mind, body and
emotions [were being] punished by the regulatoocesses’ led Morley (2003: 65) to
conclude that in addition to the considerable folaincosts of quality assurance, there

were human costs too and the current level of-satfifice’ was too high.
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CHAPTER 10: STUDENTS IN THE HIGHER EDUCATION ‘MARKET’

‘“Weshould retain always the sense that at the heahnigifer education is the studént
(Barnett, 1992: 11).

10.1 Introduction: ‘consumers’ of higher education

‘The growing influence of market ideologies’ (H&hk2000: 102) meant that by the
advent of the Labour Government and the establishofehe QAA in 1997, concepts
such as consumer rights and customer choice had takt in higher education. Jackson
(1997: 167-8) judged that ‘the shift to more custoiiocused market-oriented regulatory
régimes in UK HE [had] been promoted through atali aspiration to invest students
with the rights of consumers’. Within this marker@digm, universities were seen as
competitive ‘service providers’ with ‘market forcas the best form of accountability’
(Shore and Wright, 1999: 571).

The idea of students as customers gained impetan ddbates about student fees became
a key element of the Dearing Committee’s remitetviewee 6 commented thHdte

politicians didn’t think ... much about the choice tlee individual and value for money for
the individual student until fees came alb(ig6) but, as Kelly foresaw f you're going to
move towards a fee-based system ... you've got te tamards evidence of accountability
to students(l: 3). The Dearing Report acknowledged the grmgwecognition of the

student as customer or consumer being encouragetbtui the standpoint ‘of an investor

in receipt of a service, and to seek, as an invesatue for money and a good return from
the investment’ (NICHE, 1997, 22: para 19).

The introduction in the 1998 Teaching and Higheadadion Act of an ‘up-front’ tuition
fee of £1,000 to be directly paid by students wdasiified as ‘the most obvious symbol of
the marketisation of HE’ (Williams, 2013: 48-49)ai@eron (2003: 134) saw it as logical
that with the increasing burden of tuition feesdsints would become more aware of the
value for money issue, demanding more or puttingvitip less ‘now they have to pay for
it’. Furedi (2009) agreed that ‘encouraging studeatthink of themselves as customers
has fostered a mood in which education is regaadesl commodity that must represent
value for money'.

Within the market paradigm, the contractual reladiup between student and the
university was assumed to lead to the successfuiisition of a degree in return for the
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fees paid and the perception of ‘educational sigcaes right’. In considering the context

where students were adopting this mindset, Molethwadral. (2009: 278) drew on the
philosophy of Fromm (1993) to describe a situatidrere students’ aim was tbdve’a
degree rather than tbe’ learners. Those who were strongly career-motivataald be
likely to choose vocational courses in ‘market-ladiversities that would lead to well-paid
jobs. Selecting from an increasing number of mogluiégght come to resemble choosing
products in a supermarket. They would judge thdityuaf their education against the
utilitarian criterion of how far it supplied themtiv what they needed to get a degree in
return for their tuition fees. Indeed, accordindgvtolesworthet al. (2009: 283) payment of
tuition fees might lead to a view that staff had hightnotto award the consumer their

purchase.’

Many academics reacted strongly against this meteih was at odds with an opposing
view of the student as ‘a co-producer of educatiarparticipant with the teacher in a
process of learning leading to intellectual andspeal development (Redding, 2005: 412).
Entwistle (1997: 4) observed that a clear gap waerging between the kind of pedagogy
which encouraged ‘deep learning’ and the consunagket approach: ‘much of our
teaching seems to induce a passive, reproductive d6 learning which is contrary to the
aims of the teachers themselves’ (Entwistle,199¢itdd by Moleswortlet al 2009: 282).
Gibbs (2001: 87) also recognised that when ‘emgiibys skills’ became ‘the drivers of
choice’, the traditional educational goals of despning and personal development would
be compressed into ‘extrinsic market performandeators’. They feared that faced with
the irreconcilable challenge of maintaining quadityd standards at the same time as
pleasing the ‘customers’, teachers might be coragath assume the role of mere
‘suppliers’ expected to provide students with wihaty needed to pass the course, rather
than guiding their intellectual development throwagprocess of critical reflection. Harvey
and Knight (1996: 58) summarised the universitiggiosition to the invasion of higher
education by the market: ‘for most academics, ¢bissumerist rhetoric is the language of
people who do not teach. Education is not a sehteg sold to customers or supplied to
clients, it is a process in which students arei@pénts!’. Gibbs (2001: 86) pointed out the
risk for universities ‘if to satisfy the economimdel of education, they treat learners as
objects of educational achievement to be countsdedited and initiated into the

performativity of a credentialised society’.

Interestingly, not all students were keen to asstimaédentity that was being constructed

for them. A decade later, Williams (2013) reporfienin conversations with students that
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though they were inevitably influenced by costs #redpursuit of a degree to lead to

employment, an interest in their subject continteede the main motivation for some.
From a different perspective, recent contact witlidents had convinced Kelly that though
they were having to do business with a universstgp &etailer of degre€ql: 3) many had
no desire to get involved as demanding customeatsane reluctant to complain. As one
student responded in an interview: ‘students atéuaging a product or a service: they are

investing time in a joint venture’ (Lomas, 2007)40

Nevertheless, in the prevailing commercial climatadents were identified as the
customers in the higher education market and prmgpdibeir rights became increasingly
important through such measures as increasingmaton to guide choice, seeking
student views about the service they were receiamgyintroducing complaints
mechanisms through which dissatisfied customerkicrek redress. One result of this
was that quality assurance became increasinglydedaas a form of student
empowerment as the QAA “champions” the voice oflstis through regulating

institutions’ teaching and assessment practicedli@ms, 2013: 48-49).

10.2 Information to guide student choice

The requirement to publish increasing amounts foffmation about the quality of
provision was seen as part of ‘the operation ofketgprinciples in UK HE’, intended ‘to
inform choice and facilitate comparison’ (Jacks@97: 173). Linked with the consumerist
view of students as ‘customers’ was the frequesmtlyressed political theory that ‘choice
would drive up quality’ and in the 2004 Educatioat #he provision of information was
defined as one of the major responsibilities of @#A. The idea was that universities
would be motivated to improve the quality of thedurses as students and parents became
increasingly discerning in their use of such sosii@einformation, including QAA reports,
to guide their choices. There were strong challsrigen Dill (1998), Brown (2004) and
others to the assumption that student choices bas#us kind of information would lead
directly to the improvement of courses by the ursites. While such a claim might be
valid in the consumer market where advertising @stomer responses can directly
influence suppliers to improve their products inedilort to increase sales, a similar effect

in higher education could not be identified witty aertainty.
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Some academics were particularly sceptical abauathlity of QAA reports to guide

choice. There was a concern that their content avbalout-of-date because of the length
of the assessment cycles and in the early days s little uptake. Dill (1998) reported
little evidence of public demand for the QAA repoot of increased applications to
departments which had received the highest ratldgderwood (2000) questioned the
validity and age of the data which undermined camaipitity, the reports’ inaccessible
style and the possibility of selective or over-siistir interpretation by the press (in the
form of league tables) or by the universities thelves for marketing purposes. He cited a
survey by consultants Segal Quince Wicksteed (188©h found that QAA reports were
considered a less useful source of information aioality and standards than the

universities themselves, league tables or schaekca advisers.

Interviewees for this study expressed similar nest@yns about the suitability of quality
assessment reports to guide valid judgementsclrbe apparent early on that parents
seeking information about universities were unkkiel scrutinise the TQA reports in
depth. In fact Interviewee 1 believed thaey really flipped to the back page to see what
sort of things were said... and because of the grathie ones who got ‘highly
satisfactory’ would seem to be the good guys. Saidwhat you could to get your kids in
theré (I: 1). Kelly also observed that 2tentury students would be much more likely to
consult the wealth oinformal guides'to universities on the internetidw a bright student
doesn’t go to try to find a quality assessment repbsuch exists. They go on-line and
they try to get the patter from the students thérasg(l: 3). Blackstone expressed a view
that in recent years, though they might look faiade of a specific course in which they
were interestedyou wouldn’t find a single student applying to wmsity who would go
and read the 80 pages of QAA rather heavily jargedireporting on their audi(l: 7).

Williams had concerns about the preparedness désta to make such important choices
about their futuresit’s all about the student, which is up to a pourtderstandable but

also | think very dangerous, because, in my reaetip view of these things, the under-21s
are not sufficiently mature, and don’t have suéiitiexperience to know enough to make
an informed choicgl: 9). Cameron (2003: 141) doubted the abilifystudents to make
decisions based on ‘the careful comparison shoppiaigbenefited] their status as paying
customers’ and indeed Yorke (2000: 67) quoted stisdeho had been misled by
institutions issuing ‘misleading promotional ma#or oral comments that misrepresented
what was actually on offer’ through a desire toaatt students. For Interviewee 10 this

imposition of choice on students wammoral nonsense because it actually puts the onus
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on students which we shouldn’t be asking them &o. likecause they will bear the onus

not only of making a successful choice but of ngakibad choice and it's our job as the
people who are guardians of quality as far as we ttaprotect them from making the

wrong choice’(l: 10).

Interviewee 10 was also strongly critical of thergasing emphasis on information as an
element of quality assurancéhe big trend | think since the start of this ceptu
beginning with the Cooke Report on information,.s haen that increasingly institutions
see quality assurance as being about reputationagament and not about improvement
of quality’ (I: 10). It seemed to many academics that ‘theityuaf education was
increasingly felt to be dependent upon the qualityyformation provided for students
about their programmes’ (Henkel: 2000: 100) rathan the quality of teaching. While
some believed this approach could promote indep#néearning, others took a contrary
view, believing it constituted spoon-feeding likeébyundermine students’ potential for
independence. Williams (2013: 76) provided a fantefitique of the government’s
assumption that ‘HE institutions [could] be comghie the same way as car insurance or
personal computer’. She argued that the kind ohtjizive information provided, in
combination with marketing material, was likelyelncourage a purely consumerist
attitude in students and could offer no guidancéentifying the quality of the potentially

‘transformative nature of the learning experiertbey might be seeking.

10.3 Students as evaluators of quality

10.3.1 Student feedback

From the earliest attempts to establish quality@sse in UK higher education, it was
taken as a given that any system of assessmentmligte an opportunity for students to
express their views. According to Barnett (1992)1¢bnsideration of the extent to which
students’ views were ‘sought and acted on’ mushfpart of the ‘irreducible core of any
appraisal of institutional quality’ and universgigad no difficulty in accepting this as a
fundamental element in the educational processekample, section 2 of tl&lasgow
University Guide to Good Practider quality assurance (1992) issued to all stizftesl

that ‘every department should have effective preeg$or obtaining student feedback on
courses and on teaching’. This practice was basdeHdeoprinciple that ‘students have both

a right and a responsibility to comment on a coars#to suggest improvements’ which



190
usually encouraged ‘the positive interest and resp@f students’ (University of Glasgow,

1992: 2.1.2). Interviewee 2 commented that theityjuassurance processes had become
much more student-centrédvith a great deal more emphasis‘tre stated views of
students, and ... keeping them informgd2). The growing perception of students as the
‘customers’led to the introduction of ‘a panoply of studergdback mechanisms’
intended to seek their views (Jackson, 1997: 188idents were expected to complete
evaluation forms at the end of every course whilality audit and assessment visits

routinely included discussion with students.

An early survey undertaken as part @aality in Higher EducatiorProject undertaken at
the University of Central England (Harveyal, 1992) revealed that both students and
staff across all disciplines regarded factors toatributed to the student learning
experience rather than input/output statistichasnost important criteria for assessing
quality. Questionnaires covered aspects of thelegmprocess such as course aims and
objectives, programme content, assessment methim@sy provision and availability of

information-technology facilities.

The principle of student involvement later becamessential element in ‘the orthodoxy
of quality assurance’ (Henkel, 2000: 102). The 20038te Paper (DfES, 2003: 11) made
clear that involving students in mechanisms to @gugaching and learning was intended to
place students in the role of evaluators of quaBrnett saw the position of students
gradually changing as a greater onus was put an tbdecomeparticipants in the

quality process in all sorts of way$ 8).

However, though seeking student views in this waytioued as an essential element of
universities’ quality assurance procedures, it matswholly without problems. Under a
headline ‘The sense in satisfaction’ Harv@iHES 18 January, 1999) welcomed the fact
that student feedback on teaching was now viewehasrtant but identified some of the
pitfalls. The questionnaires were often in a statidad format which meant that the same
guestions were not applicable to all types of ceansd the questions might focus on the
interests of teachers rather than students. Theneooature of the process and constant
demands for evaluation could make students reltttgorovide returns. Barnett observed
that in universities it wasséry hard sometimes to elicit the voice of the estisi both
informally and formally, and so one hears complaiabout questionnaire-fatigue and
students’ reluctance to sit on committees and gb’f@l: 8). Analysis of the information in

the evaluation forms generated further time-consgrbureaucracy for staff which meant
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that the forms might be collected but not analy3éx need to take action in response to

student criticisms could place extra strain onaalyestretched resources and hard-pressed
administrators. On the other hand, failure to resjpo their suggestions inevitably led to
cynicism about the potential for improvement arsklof credibility in the system. Harvey
stressed that the process needed to be takendgrideedback will only play a

significant role in empowering students if it leadsaction’ (HarveyTHES 18 January,
1999).

Externally, the introduction of the NSS in 2005 gatudent feedback an official place
within the national Quality Assurance Framework eequidly became very important to
universities as a public indicator of the levekafisfaction experienced by their students.
Looking back on the first four years of the NSStdéli (2009) commented that its effect
had been to transform ‘student sentiment into dicator of quality ... explicitly used to
hold universities accountable for the “experienitesy provide to their students’. The
NUS welcomed the fact that universities were nowing more weight to student views
but the survey also gave rise to controversy. @i saw real difficulties in over-reliance
on the NSS:the National Student Survey’s a bit problematicause it encourages
popularity...The danger now is that this has become the kegrfatteague tables so far
as teaching quality is concerned. And it is judtfitdor that purpose(l: 9). Some
academic critics felt that the internal studentfesck questionnaires with their focus on
individual courses were more reliable as toolsrammte improvement than the inevitably
‘broader, blunter national surveys’ (Harvey, 2099). The Vice-Chancellor of the Open
University which topped the NSS table in the fgstvey accepted the importance of
listening to student views but identified risksle new approach: ‘you have got to be very
careful not to find yourself trapped in some kirfctiass consumerism culturd’tfe
Guardian Education22 September, 2005). However, Gibbs (2010: 20 défended the
value of student feedback in assessing qualitydesits can readily tell the difference
between teachers they like and teachers who thely #ne good teachers, and the common
criticism that student feedback is simply a poptygrarade is largely unfounded’. On the
other hand, he stressed that its value will dememdow far student ratings are based on

assessment of activities known to improve learminglobal judgements of what is ‘good’.
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10.3.2 ‘The satisfaction paradox’

Identifying what she called ‘the satisfaction par&dWilliams (2013: 99) argued that it
could be a mistake to accept the measurement @éistisatisfaction in both internal and
external surveys as ‘a proxy for monitoring andutating the student experience’. For one
thing, it would often be difficult for students ¢ive a fair assessment of their ‘learning
outcomes’ immediately after the end of the couféere were also doubts about whether
students had sufficient maturity to judge. Becatsg varied widely in their motivation

for attending lectures (Dolnicar, 2005) ‘studertisgaction’ could be no more than a
snapshot of an individual student’s feelings aadipular moment and should certainly not
be taken as ‘an objective measure of the qualigcaflemic life’ (Williams, 2013: 99).
There were also fears that students might usewesedpr views as an opportunity for
complaint or personal criticism, particularly ortbey were in the position of fee-paying

customers.

Masters commented that students’ assessment dfgisawasmuch more driven by their
ability to communicate or transfer knowledge ...heatthan the number of publications
they happened to hav@: 5). As Biggs (2003: 277) pithily stated, statlevaluations tend
to ‘focus on the actor, not on the script. Theydtemmeasure charisma ... not teaching
effectiveness’. There were further concerns thatpilrsuit of high satisfaction ratings for
their courses might encourage academics to abastddlenging intellectual content in
favour of more accessible material or adopt legsraus marking standards, leading to the
lowering of academic standards. For an individealdemic feeling vulnerable there was a
risk that student evaluation would be about ‘gajrapproval’, while for the university as a
whole, it could resemble ‘a perpetual referenduiih) the institution constantly on trial’
(Morley, 2002: 135). The importance of achievinghrankings in the NSS could cause
divisions among university staff, with senior maeaesgmore likely than lecturers to
prioritise satisfaction ratings in their effortsrt@rket the institution (Lomas, 2007).
Universities had been known to make changes irorespto student feedback in order to
enhance their approval rating, or even to soliemhdnds from students in order to
demonstrate that they had listened to the ‘studeice’ (Williams, 2013). Furedi (2009)
commented on the difference between the consumetran#he customer is always right’
and the intrinsic duty of teachers in higher ediocato develop critical thinking among
students: ‘one of the most distinct and significdimiensions of academic and intellectual
activity is that it does not often give customerlsaithey want'.
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Despite long involvement in the operation of quadissurance, Interviewee 2 was

uncertain about the overall value of seeking sttgletews: ‘There’s a lot more emphasis
on the stated views of students, and attention fgekdeping them informed, but whether
that actually does any good is open to questiombge the proportion of students who are
really interested in this is really quite small.ddn’t really know whether the students’
views are more taken into account and there’s & trgzky issue about to what extent they
ought to befl: 2).

10.3.3 Student involvement in quality assurance processes

For some students individually, participation iraljty assurance processes went beyond
the completion of feedback forms or respondindhNSS in their final yeaFor many
years class representatives had participated fins$tadent committees that contributed to
course evaluation (University of Glasgow, 1992\8n (2004) noted that the QAA’s
expanded audit method gave a more prominent pogsiigtudent representatives, with a
chance to contribute their views during the reviasits, and the JM Consulting report
(2005: 27) recognised student involvement as ‘driaesuccesses of Institutional Audit’.
Student representation on the main quality assereaommittees was by this time the norm
in most universities. Students (with training ang®ort from the NUS and the QAA) were
involved in providing submissions for audits andrieetings with the auditors themselves
and both students and universities regarded tlagiicppation as beneficial. Not
surprisingly, the NUS was strongly supportive a$ gharticipation in quality assessment

which gave increasing opportunities for expressibtie ‘student voice’.

10.4 Dissatisfied customers: student complaints and litigation

10.4.1 Student complaints

A key element of the consumer philosophy in pubétvices was to provide complaints
procedures which encouraged the public to comptagre vociferously,” (Amann (1995:
473). The introduction of a ‘contractual’ relatibms between universities and students,
particularly when it entailed the concept of a gudee of ‘good quality teaching for
everyone’ (DfES, 2003: 4.13), was particularly gembatic for higher education where
success or failure crucially depends on partiogmatind effort by the student as well as the

contribution of the teacher.
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One visible acknowledgement of the status of stigdas ‘customers’ was the introduction

of more formalised procedures through which stusleatld raise complaints and seek
compensation. The government set up the Office@independent Adjudicator (OIA)
under the legislation of 2004 to consider compfaintEngland and Wales. While numbers
referred to the OIA were very small, they rose dilgdrom 542 in the first year to reach
900 in 2008 (OIA Annual Report, 2012) and there wa®mmon impression, reinforced
by press comment, that student complaints wenegi$hepherd and William$he
Guardian 15 June 2010). On the other hand, viewed in ¢éimtext of approximately 2
million students in higher education and bearingiind that only 7% of complaints were
upheld by the OIA in 2008The Independen20 May 2009), these figures in no way

represented a crisis of quality in higher education

10.4.2 Litigation

It was inevitable that some students’ complainteaviecapable of resolution at local level
and would go as far as the courts. Inlteeependendf 20 March 1997, Hodges reported
that students were already suing their universaies a wide range of issues from
complaints about the cleanliness of their roonfailare to provide adequate teaching.
One effect of this was the growth of a profitalsledme stream for lawyers specialising in
higher education issues, from City solicitors agtior the Funding Councils or the
universities to campaigning lawyers supportingwidiial students in their complaints. In
2002, a barrister, Charles Bear, argued that @iptenof ‘judicial deference’ which had
protected universities from scrutiny of their acatejudgements was increasingly subject
to challenge and predicted that the pressure wiaaldase as students had to pay higher
fees THES,13 December, 2002). A court case reportetiha Daily Telegraplof 4

March 2003 confirmed ‘the right of students to teated like consumers and financially
compensated if their expectations as to the lelvetrvice received were not met’
(Williams, 2013: 7)As a long-term specialist in higher education IBalfreyman
commented that UK universities were understandstalting to share the nervousness of
American universities about the possibility of hayto make large compensation
payments in response to being sued by stud€htE$, 31 March, 2006).

A number of interviewees in this study mentioneg sensitivity felt by universities about
possible failure to live up to the claims that timegde about the quality of their courses
and the consequent vulnerability to legal challeingen students. Barnett identified this as

a long-term trend, particularly after the introdantof student feeswe have more
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discriminating students coming to universities amaking more careful judgements about

what they’re getting into, and we’ve had more idigsness. Universities have been more
and more subject to legal challenge by studets). Furthermore, Interviewee 1
identified potential anxieties for the quality asswe agencies themselves who were
concerned thdif they made evaluative judgements then they wbaldpening the door to
litigation’ (I: 1). As previously mentioned, Sharp understtiat Randall’'s emphasis in
1997 on the importance of objective and watertighthods of measuring quality stemmed

from a need to collect evidence that would be robusugh to make it stick in the courts’

(I: 4).

The Independent Adjudicator, Ruth Deech, regrdttedspeed of students’ recourse to
litigation which undermined the OIA’s intended pase of pre-empting the involvement
of the courts in the handling of most complaintse &ttributed this trend partly to the
eagerness of ‘ambulance-chasing lawyers’ to makeesout of the higher education
sector THES 31 March, 2006) with the result that universitgmagers became ‘very
anxious about avoiding student complaints andditan’ (Furedi, 2009). In the same
article, Furedi emphasised the importance of ackedging that this ‘culture of complaint
on campuses’ did not originate from internal issaiesut quality in the universities but
was a product of the political emphasis on consuigats. Despite the rise in complaints
and litigation, Williams (2013: 101) agreed thagrawas ‘little evidence to suggest that
the rise in student complaints [was] indicativestfdents having a poorer quality
educational experience than those of previous gépnes’. Instead she too attributed it
largely to ‘consumer activism’: students becomisgdito having their voices heard were
more likely to complain if dissatisfied and wererthpraised as ‘virtuous consumers’ for

complaining.

10.5 ‘Empowerment’ of students

10.5.1 The student voice

One result of encouraging students to assume teeféconsumers’ of higher education
and evaluators of quality was that they gained powearious ways. There was
increasing pressure on universities to take acooiutheir views and Hart (1997: 301)
observed the importation into some universitiethefidea that ‘the consumer [was] the
ultimate authority’ while Naidoo and Jamieson (202B0) identified ‘the student

consumer’ as a focus of competition and a driveguality in higher education.
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In principle the increased power of the ‘studeritebwas supported by academics and
others. For example, Harvey welcomed the fact‘ttatlent satisfaction feedback [had], at
long last, become a serious element of the qugaitidgess in higher educatioTt{e
Guardian 17 November, 2001). JM Consulting (2005: 26)éwdd that participation in
institutional audit ‘enhanced student involvememt ¢he student experience’. As director
of QAA Scotland, Sharp regarded student involvenrenuality assurance procedures as
‘one of the best guarantees against just windowstngy(l: 4) and Masters, when chair of
the SHEFC Quality Assessment Committee, also cersilla meeting with students as an

indispensable part of their visit (I: 5).

10.5.2 Impacts on relationships

One of the most important consequences of this ampoent of students was its potential
impact on their relationships with the universitéesl their teachers. As early as 1993,
Holmes (1993: 4) had asserted that the consunsgmsbach to the quality of further or
higher education was damaging a crucial relatignshtieats away at central and driving
force behind ensuring, maintaining and enhanciradityuwhich is the individual
participant/tutor interaction’. Jackson (1997) gaged that while students had welcomed
the importance being accorded to their views, atéckewere not always so happy about
its effects. Henkel (2000: 104) commented that rallewhile many academics felt it was
right that students had more power than had beenabe in the past, few were in favour
of consumerism, treating students as customersromodifying higher education’. Many
academics felt that there were risks in lettinglihkance between the power of students
and the authority of teachers swing too far: ‘Wwewdd not let students drive the higher
education process because, after all, they arbuyang a degree!’ (Lomas (2007: 39).
Furedi (2009) identified a ‘role reversal’ betwdbr teacher and the student and warned
that the ‘idealisation of assertive students’ wakimg a virtue out of complaining. It

could be a short step from adverse press pubbtiout individual complaints to broader
criticism of universities in general. Being casthe potentially conflicting roles of
customer and service provider could undermine siserial relationship of trust between
student and teacher. In this situation, academightmesort to ‘safe teaching’ and limited
stereotyped feedback to students to protect theesealgainst student complaints’ (Naidoo
and Jamieson, 2005: 274).
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The interviewees for this study offered some irdeng) views on these changes of role.

Kelly warned againstokenism, in some kinds of student involvement, believinatt
there werérelatively few students who would understand whaeis] going on around
them’and would be unlikely tthave a grasp of the bigger pictur@® 3). A former vice-
chancellor had more serious conceriitss a very personal experience, the relationship
between the teacher and the taught and I'm sligimigasy even now about the extent to
which so many of the promotion processes are baged student evaluations and student
surveys... Some of the best teachers you see arag@gus and often quite tough and
many students can’t handle that and so they sayrthbad teachers(l: 1). Barnett (I: 8)
considered that the rise in student power was batagmpanied bthe gradual
disempowerment of the academic profession... Haveenaitivity towards students is
crucial if one is a good educator, but that is eliéint from acceding blindly to the will of
the student’Clearly universities faced a serious challengaaintaining both academic

standards and customer satisfaction.

10.6 Summary

This chapter has traced the emergence of the cbotsfudents as consumers and paying
customers in the higher education market whichwidely adopted by government, the
press and public opinion during the 1990s. It hresv how established aspects of quality
assurance such as the requirement for informatidrtfze importance of students’ views
gained greater prominence as part of the consugtgsragenda, as did the establishment
of systems to express dissatisfaction and seekssdihough these were undoubted
benefits, there were also questions about the wmisafanvesting the NSS with the
authority of a kind of higher education TripAdvis&ressure on academics to produce
‘satisfied customers’ might lead to changes whparadoxically, reduced educational
quality or standards. Similarly, the empowermengtafients could result in an
uncomfortable re-balancing of the sensitive retatlop between them and academic staff
which in turn created the need for an external letgg body (such as the QAA) ‘to
protect the interests of “vulnerable” consumersraidexploitative” academics’

(Williams: 2013: 49).



198

CHAPTER 11: DISCOURSES OF QUALITY ASSURANCE

‘The politics of governance in higher educatiomi@ninated by a discourse of quality
which assumes the external regulation of acadewtivity to be the natural and
acceptable state of affair¢Salter and Tapper, 2000: 82).

11.1 Introduction

This chapter brings together recurring themesenilktory of quality assurance that
crystallised into a number of ‘discourses’ whicleguecupied the higher education sector
throughout the 1990s and beyond. Summarising fifereint points of view that
contributed to these discourses has helped to remhst composite picture of the origins,

operation and impacts of quality assurance.

11.2 Discourses

11.2.1 Definitions

The word ‘discourse’ has a number of dictionaryid8bns all relating to expression in
speech or writing and its use to exchange ideasthegurposes of this study, the

following definition from theOxford English Dictionarhas been adopted:

Discourse:

The body of statements, analysis, opinions, ettafing to a particular domain
of intellectual or social activity, especially dsacacterized by recurring
themes, concepts, or values; (also) the set oedHhaliefs, values, etc.,
implied or expressed by this (OED On-line, 2013).

By extension the OED also lists ‘discourse comnmynitefined as ‘a group of people
sharing a common and distinct mode of communicatiogiscourse, especially within a
particular domain of intellectual or social actyit This aptly describes the diverse groups
of people appearing in the history of quality aasge who developed their own
vocabularies to express their varying points ofwi€his study has attempted to present
the emerging discourses through the voices of thageipants, augmented by the

retrospective views of the interviewees who expeeel the events at first hand.

The importance of different discourses was empbddy the contributors to a book
edited by Barnett (1994) about contemporary chgierto the concept of ‘academic

community in an age of post-modernity’. They exaslithe problems of communication
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both inside and outside universities in a perio@mmodern society appeared to be

‘fragmenting’ and with it the ‘discourses of acadgrfBarnett, 1994: 18). Reeves (1994
123-4) observed a tendency of academics in the ebtime world of scholarship to use the
specialist languages of their disciplines not tmnpote communication but ‘increasingly as
a means of staking out a claim to a particularttey’. She identified a serious challenge
to traditional academia in the prevalent view thatader’s interpretation had become
more important than the author’s intended meanirity, a resulting reduction of academic

authority.

11.2.2 The discourse of quality

Graham and Barnett (1996: 172) argued that theegraf a ‘discourse’ went beyond
discussion to include practices used to ‘confettildgcy on certain power relations’ which
would then vie for dominance with earlier valuesligpes and practices, thus creating
conflict. They therefore extended the meaning @&fcdurse’ to cover the development of
policies leading to legislation and the systemaupelb implement it. Analysing the extent
of the state’s influence on the regulation of higb@ucation they emphasised the
importance of the creation and management of wiegt talled the ‘discourse of quality’
in which issues of accountability and quality whiglre high on the wider political agenda
had become key issues for debate in higher educ@itaham and Barnett, 1996: 172).
This debate included the use of quality assuras@anstrument of regulation imposed
through legislation and the creation of new insititos to enforce it. One of Morley’s
interviewees on the new régime of quality assuraucemed up this process: ‘quality
[had] been inserted into the dominant discoursesr{dy, 2003: 52).

11.3 The languages of quality

This thesis has demonstrated that the complex alises of quality contained many

‘voices’ expressing diverse points of view, bothawl and unofficial, and in many

different kinds of language. Early on, McNay (1922) described the ‘culture shock’ that
occurred during the second half of the 1980s whamds and concepts had their meanings
changed’. The speed with which the new languagle ¢@er was disconcerting: Salter and
Tapper (2000) observed that the language of quakiy dominating the higher education
discourse by 1995. Morley (2003: viii) explainedahguality’ had become a keyword in

the public services and had undergone a proceéssrmuteptual inflation” which invested it
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with an implication of ‘improvement’ and was thugected to evoke a positive response.

As anthropologists, Shore and Wright (1999) dreerdion to how changing patterns of
language could signal political, cultural and sbclenge. They highlighted ‘new semantic
clusters’ of words which became the core vocabesaof developments in higher
education such as quality assurance, performanasurement and corporate styles of
management. To illustrate the proliferation of thasw terminologies they signalled the
key words in inverted commas in their text. Themmantic shifts were hard to accept for

those unfamiliar with the new language.

11.3.1 Political rhetoric

The documentary sources used for this study wgypgyed with the buzzwords of the
government’s ideology, described by Harker (199).& ‘the five Es of Thatcherism:
economy, efficiency, effectiveness, enterprise; exckllence’ which underpinned the
régime of accountability being applied to the whol¢he public sector. Thequirements

of quality assurance were first communicated tohiigaer education sector in the cool
uncompromising language of circulars, off-puttioghe uninitiated to whom the practical
implications were not always immediately obviouswier (1994 and 1997) and others
analysed how the creation of the Audit Commissioh983 had led to the expansion of the
activity of audit and its language beyond its ar@ifinancial sphere to cover service
guality all across the public sector. Thus the watdlit’ had invaded ‘virtually every field
of modern working life’ (Shore and Wright,1999: %8)d Salter and Tapper (2000: 70)
noted how the language of economics and manages@sndiisplacing previous concepts
of public service such as “professionalism”, “adistiration” and “the public interest” .

As Graham and Barnett (1994: 171) put it, ‘the laage of reform [was] used to
conceptualise and to name the desired dimensiogsality’. Barnett recalled in his
interview that a new phraseology was coming ineophblic services from the mid 1980s
onwards: the word “accountability” was becoming heavily usaad the phrase “value for
money” was becoming very powerful at that tirffie8). One of Hart’s criticisms (1997:
296) was ‘the utter vacuity’ of much of the langaagsed, as if restricting the discussion to
‘quality-in-the-abstract’ would avoid the need twyage in evidence-based arguments. The
universities soon learned to crack the code of sugthemisms as ‘efficiency savings’
which actually denoted budget cuts and to undeddtiaa rhetoric of the political mantras
which professed respect for university autonomy @ndidence in the quality of UK

higher education, though the accompanying commtiaiteaconveyed messages to the

contrary.
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11.3.2 Industrial origins and the jargon of quality assurance

Reflecting on the previous decade, Cameron (208@) tecalled her surprise at how
suddenly the language of quality assurance hadateigifrom its original industrial setting
into higher education during the early 1990s: tenariginal context, factory production,
QA involves setting up procedures to ensure thatyeNem that rolls off the production
line meets the specifications for the product inegal... This is also what it has come to

mean in British higher education’.

Reinforcing the parallel with manufacturing wherglity control was maintained by
rigorous testing of products against prescribed@edisely measurable standards,
assessment of the quality of education was inanghsdescribed in terms of ‘productivity
targets’ measuring progress towards ‘cost-effeqimiecy outcomes’ (Ball: 2003: 218).
Teaching and learning processes were describidns of ‘learning outcomes’ so that
they could be measured and scored for the purgdseEsnparison. According to Shore
and Wright (1999: 567) the learning experiencdfitsad to be ‘increasingly
bureaucratized, standardized and quantified, theptelosophy being that what cannot be
measured [was] of little value’. University stafichto contend with a new vocabulary of
audit and assessment and a further problem wdsetipgent introduction of new
terminology as the processes for assessment adohgraere changed. Table 3.9 on page

61 summarises the principal stages in this process.

Interviewee 2 described the resentment this caaseuhg academics struggling to
implement the changing systema/hen the TQA started we were confronted by the hug
set of expressions and terminology and we didrétkat all what they wer@: 2). Barnett
emphasised the level of detail that was demandddsnaribing the course'sve had

another new set of terms, a new language arounarfi|g outcomé’s such that every
course had to be specified under certain kindseaidmgs and made transparent in that

way’ (I. 8).

Underwood (1998: 52) pointed out that the languzEfgbe assessment reports issued by
HEFCE and subsequently the QAA was not always ¢tetire recipients. After his
retirement from the QAA in 2009, Williams (I: 9)lkawwledged that, for a number of
reasons, there had always been difficulties withliguassurance reports. These had been

criticised for being ‘coded, hard to understandyga-ridden and too long’ and the
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language used by the QAA could be obscure (Willig2089: 26). In its defence, however,

he argued that such a technical assessment exexmige inevitably develop its own
specialist vocabulary and it was important notdmpromise the complex content of the

reports by over-simplifying the language.

11.3.3 ‘Marketisation’ and self-promotion

The trend towards what Fairclough (1993) termedragketisation’ of higher education
entailing competition for students as ‘customees] lheen ‘decked out in the language of
the market and customer-contractor relationshipshiison, 1994: 375). The extension of
corporate management required universities to m@ahat Ball (2003: 225) referred to
as ‘a variety of formal textual accounts of themes) such as mission statements,
corporate plans and annual reports which increbstogk on the function of self-
promotion. In an article called ‘Mission Impenetedl{2001) Cameron explained the
‘vacuous generality’ of the self-assessment docusnguwbmitted by departments in
advance of QAA visits by identifying ‘the promot@impurpose behind them’. Under
pressure to present a generally rosy picture ofitineersities, ‘a whole generation of
academics [had] become fluent in a public langudgelf-promotion,” (Cameron, 2001:
102): they were writing what the QAA or the Furgli@ouncils wanted to hear. She
mocked the banal prose constantly being producattémpts to market their universities
and proposed some more striking advertising slogd@ambridge University: because

you're worth it’.

11.3.4 Public relations

Like all public organisations, the universitiesreasingly had to think about their public
image. It was not only politicians who took a négaview of academia: one of the
problems for universities in resisting the governhreforms was that they did not have
the majority of public opinion on their side. THadent unrest of the late 1960s had had a
long-lasting negative effect on public attitudesigher education. Johnson (1994: 384)
commented that ‘British universities and the acadgrofessions had not been good at
persuading the people of the importance and vdiuwéhat they do, nor have they shown
much courage in standing up to those who would ftasnaging policies upon them’.

From the initiation of the ‘quality debate’ by thelESin January 1993he press played a

significant role in commenting on, and sometimesadating, discord.
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11.3.5 Dialogues of the deaf

Different groups of academics accepted the margulages of quality assurance with
varying degrees of tolerance. Henkel’s researcB@Rfevealed that members of university
senior management and educational support unitshabaesponsibility for quality
assurance were more likely to enter into this neealirse than academics at departmental
level. Morley (2003: 70) described the compulsiomse the language of quality assurance
as a ‘damaging process of ventriloquism and imp&son as academics and managers
attempt to represent themselves in a languagejttadity assessors will understand and
value’, while Shore and Wright (1999) concluded g@me academic staff responsible for
guality assurance at first became ‘bilingual’, them short time the language of audit
would come to dominate. The strain of having topddbis unnatural mode of
communication meant that in time many of them veeriéering from ‘quality fatigue’
(Henkel, 2000: 85). When quality assurance wasifitsoduced, Barnett (1992: 5) had
perceptively observed that the number of differet@rests involved in higher education
would be likely to inhibit the exchange of ideasl anutual understanding. It was therefore
not surprising that the ensuing discourses abaalitgften ended up as dialogues of the

deaf.

11.4 Discourses of quality assurance in higher education

11.4.1 Emerging discourses

Identifying the themes which have emerged in ttusl\s gradually led to an understanding
that the opposing arguments about quality assunaeoce in fact elements of an
overarching discourse between the government’'sdagen the one hand and the
traditional aims and values of universities ondliger. These are broadly categorised in
Table 11.1 below. Although the poles of disagredrhetween the government and the
universities were not always so clear cut, juxtapmpghem in this way enabled me to
identify some emerging answers to my original reseguestions about the origins of
quality assurance, how it operated and what wenenpacts on the higher education

sector.
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Table 11.1 Discourses of quality assurance

Government agenda ‘Traditional’ university values
State control University independence
Higher education for the economy Higher educatarciilture and society
Research University teaching
Accountability Improvement
The ‘audit explosion’ Loss of trust
Managerialism and performativity Self-regulatiordgeer review
Higher education as a ‘market’ Higher educatioa gsublic good’
Value for money The costs of quality assurance

11.4.2 State control v. university independence

In investigating the origins of quality assurarbe, first questions focused on how far the
government’s reforms in higher education in the@98nd early 1990s originated from a
general aim to bring the regulation of higher edioceainto line with the rest of the public
sector, or whether there were specific factorsinigiva desire for greater state control over
the universities. The discussion in chapters 45addmonstrated that during the 1980s
there was indeed growing pressure to enforce thergment’s policies of accountability,
efficiency and value for money on the previouslgapendent traditional universities as
well as on other public services. Without doube ‘#hift towards greater accountability
and corporate mechanisms were all part of the gégbift in public services’ (Kogan and
Hanney, 2000: 186). However, a number of specditcerns about the quality of
education in the traditional universities were atsmtified, particularly pressure to
maintain standards and to produce graduates agdhtidi contribute to the economy. The
government’s motivation was clear. As Williams tateflected, ‘the structure and function
of quality assurance are generally determinedderoto satisfy political objectives, and
both reflect, and help to consolidate, the owngrsimd control of higher education’
(Williams, 2009: 2).

The Higher Education Acts of 1988 and 1992 and iegsstructural changes enshrined
quality assurance as an important instrument forme Academic audit ensured the
checking of systems throughout the sector whiléviddal subject assessments were a way
of holding universities to account for the quabfyitheir teaching and, at the same time, of
informing the choices of prospective students. Maimyf servants welcomed the
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strengthening of the regulatory systems. Afterféilere of early attempts by the CVCP to

protect higher education from state interventi@sjstance to quality assurance by the
universities became the focus of a long-runningalisse in which the government
assumed ‘the external regulation of academic dgtigibe the natural and acceptable state
of affairs’ (Salter and Tapper 2000: 82). The deaf this struggle were sufficiently
important for Morley (2003: vii) to describe therinduction of the ‘quality discourse’ into
higher education as ‘an example of the changirgjiogls between universities and the

state’

11.4.3 Higher education for the economy v. higher education for culture and

society

Earlier chapters highlighted the adoption by the §éicernment and European
Commission from the 1980s onwards of the controalepsemise that a primary aim of
higher education was to maximise its contributiothie economy. The growing influence
of this ‘economic ideology of education,” on pdaliins and civil servants became one of
the major tenets of their reform programme (Saltet Tapper 2000: 67) and the
responsibility of universities to produce gradudtesndustry, stated unequivocally in
successive White Papers and legislation from 1382 1led to a wish to scrutinise the
quality and standards of the education that wasadlgtbeing delivered by the universities.

This instrumentalist approach enshrined in legstapresented a serious challenge to
many of the beliefs of traditional universities.thmly was higher education expected to
prepare graduates for industry, but the univessjperceived that the industrial origins of
quality assurance itself were converting highercation into a national mass production
process with graduates as its ‘products’. The ‘itpaidustry’ became a major issue in the
quality debate: in Morley’s telling phrase (2008). ‘thigher education [had] been
metaphorically floated on the stock exchange’. e ideology was hotly contested by
academics concerned at the growing influence aistrgt over the curriculum and ethos of
universities. Over time, it had also become appéabert commercial motives could
actually be threatening to quality. As higher ediarabecame part of a global market, the
pressures of international competition meant teédtiCational values and quality of
service’ were sometimes sacrificed in the interestaarketing (Marginson, 1993: 54) and
the resulting complaints from the target countpes/oked political anxieties about loss of

confidence in UK degrees.
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Chapter 4 recognised that the economic priority@nrgorate values being promoted by

the Thatcher government were far from the ‘humamnisew of a university’ which had
persisted from the fcentury until the Robbins Report of 1963. By t88as, the overall
discourse had changed profoundly. As Johnson (1382): summed up:

‘Universities are today widely regarded as but pathe production process,
their existence justified by the capacity to tuut graduates trained to make an
effective contribution to the economy and theircass in delivering

knowledge and techniques relevant to wealth geloatat

The views of two interviewees for this study reprdaed the opposing poles of this
discourse. Williams believed that, despite protesta to the contrary, the government
was not at all interested in the nature of knowledge anholarship and continuity of
culture and so on, all those traditional virtuesdavalues of higher educatibrHe
regretted that the dominant focus of higher edooatias now largelyabout advanced
training... training for jobs’(l: 9). In contrast, Interviewee 6, a former cisdrvant and
vice-chancellor of a post-92 university, felt itpprtant to recognise thdhe ultimate goal
of most of the students who come to post-92 uniiNsrss to get a job in the subject that
they’ve studiedand he regarded supporting graduates into emplayasetine single most

important measure of the university’s achievem@ns).

11.4.4 Research v. university teaching

University research was an important element ofjtheernment’s policy of encouraging
higher education to link with industry in ordertioost the economy and to enhance the
UK'’s reputation abroad. A further key principlehetidea that the level of funding for
public agencies should depend on their performaneas extended to UK higher
education through the RAE introduced in 1986. itgppse was to provide a mechanism
for determining the level of research funding taalmearded to the UK universities by the
Funding Councils. In a peer review process, panfetsibject specialists produced ratings
of research quality in all subject areas, with fagdallocated accordingly on a competitive
basis. Extending this principle to teaching qualibe Secretary of State for Education’s
initial letter of guidance to HEFCE directed tha¢ Funding Council would need ‘in
particular, to ensure that the outcomes of assedsisits are in a form which can be used
to inform funding allocations’ (HEFCE, 1992).

The operation of these two systems side by sidath-under the authority of the Funding
Councils, both imposing a considerable workloadtarfif, but with the crucial difference
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that funding levels depended on one and not ootter — gave rise to major tensions in

the sector. A report for HEFCE by McNay (1997) ba impact of the 1992 RAE on
higher education identified an overall increasstmess and the reduction in ‘collegiality’
caused by designating some academic staff andtinetsoas ‘research active’ (HEFCE,
1997: 1). One widespread effect of the pressuadtain research funding was that the
most able and experienced scholars often devodgélves to research at the expense of
teaching. The resulting necessity to recruit inelgneed and temporary staff in order to
free up active researchers, resulted in ‘casualisadf the teaching staff which risked a
reduction in its quality. Henkel's research (2096) revealed the continued primacy of
research: ‘institutional reputations and fundingtee overwhelmingly on their research
records. And so did those of individual academikrley (2003: 1) put it more starkly:
‘on the one hand, teaching is being reduced tadigm@ensation of credentials; on the other,
research is being privatised as intellectual priypéne one is being driven by the
employment market, the other by the futures marléte 2003 White Paper and
budgetary increases introduced in the 2004 Higldeicktion Act expressed government
intentions to reward good teaching at departmeeval and to promote best practice but
there was a long way to go.

11.4.5 Accountability v. improvement

Another major aim of the government’s reforms, eagied in legislation, was to hold
public organisations accountable both for the mdhey received and for the quality of
the education they delivered. Harvey and Knigh©@L388) judged thdthe development
of quality policy and practice in the United Kingddias been a pragmatic procedure
guided by political imperatives. The political immpgve that has overridden all others is
the ideological commitment to accountability in fhelic sector’. Jackson (1997: 174)
agreed that quality assurance was ‘politically wedtd for reasons of accountability’ and
indeed Kogan and Hanney (2000) believed that tladitguassurance was the most
important element among the various forms of actahility imposed on higher education
during this period. Institutions and academics were explicitly accountable to ‘the
public’ and to ‘the taxpayer’, which, as Shore &ddght (1999) pointed out, often meant
the Funding Councils and through them the governnasnwell as to their students and
other stakeholders. As the former Chief ExecutivelBFCE summed upwith public
funding over the last 20 years, one of the biggksts has been the public expectation that
those who receive public money will be accountafld’). The analysis of the quality

‘debate’ in this study has shown that most acadeteicded to accept the case for public
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accountability on principle but nevertheless camgtuh to resist the more intrusive and

demanding aspects of quality assurance in practice.

Though one of the stated purposes of quality asssgswas improvement, an aim which
academics might have been expected to supponpytitdem was to achieve it within the
systems designed by HEFCE for the measurementadtyjwhich prioritised regulation
over improvement. Indeed, from the very beginnamgstons between the principles of
accountability and improvement arose as practit®methe UK and elsewhere began to
experience the difficulties of combining them iresystem. As Interviewee 2 explained,
he favoured the motive of improvement but thoughould rarely be achievedof course
the idea of emphasising enhancement is a good ohecurse it is — but QA isn’t really
about that... It's about filling in forms and doirtgetright thing’(I: 2). Blackmore (2009:
861) neatly described the gap between the two appes:

‘Evaluation for improvement focuses on identifymgat worked, how and
why it worked, and how performance can be impro#adluation for
accountability focuses on the processes and outadime visible and the
measurable, tracking the paper trails to predetexchoutcomes.’

Yorke (1995: 27-28) explained the challenges dadldghing suitable performance
indicators to serve the dual purposes of what fegrezl to as ‘the Siamese twins’ of
external accountability (mainly to do with studémughput and costs) and improvement
(focusing on the effectiveness of teaching andieag). In his view, ‘performance
indicators [served] neither accountability nor emdement alone’. Vroeijenstijn (1995) had
characterised the clashing extremes of accourtiabitid enhancement in the Netherlands
as ‘Scylla and Charybdis’ but believed it shouldobssible to reconcile them within a
regulatory system. However, Williams disagreédhink it's very very difficult because
accountability puts pressures on institutions amdividuals which reduce their candour
and you cannot improve unless you'’re going to libaacandid. So it's about honesty,
and accountability doesn’t encourage honesty urtlespenalties are very high!
Enhancement demands a willingness to say, “I’'mveoy good. How can | be better?”
You never say that to an external accreditor oeaternal quality assessor. Why would
you because they would say it's not very gogtd®).

Earlier chapters have reported the negative effdatser-bureaucratic external assessment
which occupied precious time that might otherwiaeenbeen devoted to developing ways
of improving their practice. Dill (1998) emphasigéé need to calculate the opportunity

cost of such exercises while Knight and TrowlerQ@0112) reflected: ‘compliance can be
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compelled for a price ... but creativity, consciensness and chutzpah cannot'.

Interviewee 10 had clear views about the necedsdance between accountability and
enhancementMy argument always is that you need a mixtureafoauntability and
enhancement... The benefits of having an externalaty ought to be that you get some
idea of how your practice compares with other picebf which they’re awareso that
comparison could lead to improvement. He regretiediever, thatthe regulatory

emphasis, the accountability emphasis tends toddimtlive that out reallyl: 10).

Newton (1999: 231) agreed that staff tended to tlewquality assurance system as more
‘accountability-led’ than ‘improvement-led " andmessed concern that the pressures of
external regulation could mean that ‘the exigenofeaccountability ... become
paramount, outweighing quality enhancement effodt@tkson (1997: 171) emphasised
that ‘any regulatory régime must attempt to balaheegoals of accountability and
improvement’ and concluded that ‘the accountabflityction’ had been largely achieved.
However, while the government’s determination tgutate had improved systems, it had
also caused strong resistance from academics.urhent need, therefore, was to achieve
‘a strong developmental focus’ to improve the gyalf education (Jackson, 1997: 165).

Chapter 8 of this study has pointed out how fas gwal was from being achieved, even
after the fusion of quality audit and assessmemttfans into the QAA. The emphasis on
improvement was largely lost with the abolitiontieé HEQC in 1997 and the strongly
regulatory approach of the QAA’s new chief execeitiDespite the changes in 2001 which
led to a ‘lighter touch’, the aim for improvemeetmained subservient to accountability. A
decade after the introduction of quality assuraBcewn (2004: 162) persuasively argued
that the percentage of programmes falling belowatteepted standard remained
minuscule so it was time to use public resourcgsamote improvement rather than to
regulate: ‘accountability is a dead end and shbeldeplaced, as the main purpose of
guality assurance, by quality improvement’. Howewewveral years later this desirable
outcome seemed no nearer. Harvey and Williams (Z240confirmed that, except in
Scotland which had followed a different path tove&®hhancement’ (see Appendix 4),
there was still an ongoing tension in the discobestgveen ‘quality assurance as a
bureaucratic and administrative task and the imgmgant of the quality of academic

endeavours’.
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11.4.6 ‘The audit explosion’ v. loss of trust

A further discourse related to quality assurancei$ed on the relationship between
external scrutiny of the quality of services anel libss of trust in the professionals who
provided them. Much of this thesis has explorecdetifiects of quality assurance measures

on the working life of academics.

Power’s essayhe Audit Explosiolf1994) and its sequé&he Audit Society1999)
contained a penetrating analysis of the philosaoid/processes of audit which were
making an impact across the public sedfde emphasised the difficulties of measuring
guality in complex service organisations such adtheand education where the challenge
of auditing ‘effectiveness’ caused an inevitablidt dowards ‘managing by numbers’
(Power 1997: 115). The difficulty of making a meadile connection between service
activities and long-term outcomes then led to aéecy to measure quality by short-term
quantifiable outputs such as examination resulfgatient waiting times, or easily
auditablenputssuch as costs. Furthermore, external audit ustadlysed on an
organisation’s systems rather than the activiglfitg he imposition of pre-established
standards and targets was fundamentally inimictiiéeembedded principle of diversity in
UK higher education and to the pedagogical aimgedtivity and open-ended goals in

learning.

Power (1999: 68) highlighted higher education quassurance systems ‘where the
distinction between good teaching and good systdmsonitoring teaching are blurred’.
Increasing levels of administrative expertise weigired to understand the layers of
complexity proliferating within ‘the black box’ @fudit as internal controls were
introduced to back up the external systems. Thigsiive approach gained an entry as no.
6 in Charles Handy’s list of ‘Rules for Stiflingitiative’: ‘Control everything carefully,
make sure people count anything that can be coufregplently’ (Handy, 1985: 142).
Referring to the transfer of this culture to higkducation, Strathern (1997: 305) warned
that this kind of audit ‘does more than monitot kas a life of its own that jeopardizes the
life it audits’. The damaging effects on staff bétpunitive approach to quality audit

highlighted in chapter 9 confirmed her judgement.

'® Note that Power used the word ‘audit’ as a gerterah for external scrutiny which may be taken to
include both ‘audit’ and ‘assessment’ when appleethe quality assurance processes in higher eidncat
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During the 1990s many commentators drew attentidhe developing discourse between

increasing external scrutiny of public organisasiamd loss of trust in professionals. In the
first of her Reith Lecture#\ Question of Trug2002), Onora O’Neill analysed this
prevailing ‘culture of suspicion’ arising from los§trust in public services which she
described as ‘a cliché of our times’. She argued, ih an effort to restore confidence,
audit had been widely introduced to replace traddl forms of professional

accountability. However, far from restoring pulliast, performance measures in the form
of targets, audits and league tables were coumtelyptive, not only distracting
professionals from their ‘real work’ but actualligtbrting their practice and damaging
their professional pride and integrity. Power (198d) commented on one of the serious
potential consequences of the rise of audit: tisthnengaged in everyday work are not
trusted, then the locus of trust shifts to the etgg@volved in policing them’. He further
pointed out the irony of a situation where the oééhe audit culture had caused ‘a shift
from professions the public trusts more such asadscpolice and teachers, to a profession
the public trusts less (the accountants) at thegaison of a profession it trusts least (the
politicians)’ (Power, 1994: 27). The proliferatiohauditors, assessors, managers and
administrators involved in the quality assuranagcpsses was an example of this trend.

Close involvement in the implementation of quadissurance enabled several interviewees
in this study to comment on various aspects ofltss of trust. From his perspective in a
pre-92 university, Interviewee 2 identifietthé collapse that was occurring in similar
bodies of the sort of trust that existed in thesdafythe UGC(I: 2). From a civil service
perspective, Kelly had identified in the Thatchied &ajor governments‘sort of ...

hostility to embedded interest groupdiom the government suspected of wishitay
subvert every initiative for change and improventbat ministers came up wit{: 3).

He attributed the unusually detailed legislatioimaducing quality assurance to a belief by
the government and civil servaritisat people wouldn’t do it unless you absolutely

them that they mugt: 3). Williams spoke ofthe business of civil servants not trusting

you, for whatever reason.’ (I: 9).

For academics previously used to a considerableedeyf autonomy, this was a major
issue. Shore and Wright (1997: 566) identifieddhenaging effects of ‘this panopticon
model of accountability’ where ‘audit encourages diisplacement of a system based on
autonomy and trust by one based on visibility anercive accountability.” Morley
(2003:100) recognised ‘a discourse of loss’ in aaaid life, in which practical effects such

as loss of autonomy in teaching and reduced coow® working time were accompanied
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by loss of trust. Kogan and Hanney (2000: 32) otélé that the self-governing systems of

external examiners and peer review had been basadtaustful relationship’ between
government and higher education which recognisatidtademics were professionally
competent to make judgements about ‘quality’. Hosvetimes had changed. Issues of
trust and mistrust appeared in several of the tmntons to Strathern’s book @gkudit
Cultures(2000) where the point was made that in theorg&ng only becomes

necessary in situations of mistrust’ (Stratherd@@®).

The daily evidence of this lack of confidence im@emics was in direct conflict with the
much parroted government mantra about respectigersity autonomy. As an example
of this, paragraph 3.5 of the 1987 White Paper bs#erted this view and then sternly
undermined it with a further threat of governmemnérvention:

‘Quiality in higher education depends primarily ugba commitment of the
academic community to the maintenance and improxénfestandards. This cannot
be created or imposed from outside, but the Govention behalf of the public can
and will seek to ensure that systems are in plapedmote and give effect to that
commitment and to monitor the results’ (DES, 19&fa 3.5).

An inevitable corollary to being thus mistrustedswhat many academics in turn lost trust
in the government and the public agencies whom idheytified as the originators of this
corrosive culture. This contributed to the changthe relationship between the

universities and the state.

11.4.7 Managerialism and performativity v. self-regulation and peer review

‘Managerialism’ in the universities was definedkygan and Hanney (2000: 186) as ‘the
shift in power from senior academics and their dipants to the central institution and
the dominance of systems over academic values’néhestructures, systems and staff
needed to handle the operation of quality assurkatc® the creation of a ‘parallel
universe’ (Shore and Wright, 1999: 270) which awele gave rise to a new internal
discourse between academics and managers. Thevdigitects of the transfer of power
to administrators — thé-austian pactreferred to by Williams (I: 9) — with the conseaqi
dissociation of academics from quality assurancewescribed in chapter 9. Supporters
of quality assurance such as Williams himself rdgdrthis failure of large numbers of the
academic community to engage constructively witksitr lost opportunity to achieve
educational improvements. Chapter 9 also identitredculture of ‘performativity’ which

extended measurement to all staff activities iniclgédssessment of teaching. The much



213
criticised quantifiable performance indicators dasd to give the government ‘the

comfort of numbers’ (Morley, 2003: 127) supplantgalitative judgements which most
academics would have considered more appropriatédégersonal interactions of
learning and teaching. From his own experiencefeh Qcotland, Sharp (I: 4) explained
the opposing discourses between the academic mhrjedd numerical grading systems
and the government’s demand for public informatidtigher education was bedevilled on
the one hand by groups of people who not unreasgnalthink “Look, this is quite

simple if you'll just tell us in simple terms whishthe best university and which university
should | go to and what should | study thére® o satisfy this public demand, the
Funding Councils sought concrete information frdwa tiniversities:it should be
straightforward: ... we just want you to tell us,@i¥s a score, or give us something that
will tell the public how good this igl: 4). But many universities responded with
understandable reluctance and the QAA was caugheimiddle attempting to mediate
between the two points of view by explaining therniemse complexity of measuring
quality. This friction between quantifiable and qualitatmeasures was at the heart of the
ongoing conflict between the universities and tbeegnmentParadoxically, while the
government continued to promote diversity of ainithiv universities, they were also still
insisting on systems of quality measurement thaewkely to encourage uniformity. One
of the later objections to the QAA’s impositionstandards and benchmarking was that

this approach could inhibit innovation and credyiwn teaching (Redding, 2005).

Before 1992 the traditional universities had figfd their responsibilities for self-
regulation through systems of ‘collaborative regjold such as peer review and external
examining which Jackson (1997: 174) identified aléséinguishing feature of UK higher
education. The involvement of academic colleagum® ther universities protecting
quality and standards through their role as extesxaminers in subject areas was
described by Harvey (1995: 263) as ‘the mainstdyigtier education standards’. By 1992
the government had deemed that these trusted sysi@sad on peer involvement alone
were no longer sufficient for the greatly enlarged much more diverse university sector,
especially once the regulatory systems operatétkipolytechnics by the CNAA and HMI
had been abolished. The new systems of qualityasse were therefore deemed
necessary. According to the former Chief ExecubvelEFCE, this decision was based on
the government’sciear lack of awareness that here was a systemhwhés very
comfortable with scrutiny — you couldn’t ever arghat they weren’t comfortable with

scrutiny (I: 1). Hence the importance that participatigndzademic peers should be
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retained as a key element in the systems of qualitht and assessment brought in after

1992.

Jackson (1997: 168) believed that the replacemgmodessional systems of self-
evaluation based on trust by the new ‘accountgHigsed administrative and market-
oriented systems’ under managerialist control feshbinevitable in the transition to a
greatly enlarged higher education system but tieyt were detrimental to academics’
professionalism and self-confidence. As chapteei@ahstrated, the long-running dispute
between the government and the universities ihethe-up to the Joint Planning Group
centred on the government’s lack of trust in thvensities to operate independent self-
regulation. The universities lost that battle amel quality assurance systems remained

under government control with this fundamental tonéinresolved.

11.4.8 Higher education as a market v. higher education as a public good

The growth of the higher education as a ‘markescdéed in chapter 10 gave rise to a
discourse in which universities and academics pldlye part of ‘service providers’ while
students were paying customers exercising theiceh®espite their increasingly
influential role as evaluators of the quality o¢itheducation, it could not be assumed that
a higher education market aiming to fulfil custosievishes would necessarily result in
the delivery of ‘high education standards and csiest quality’ (Salter and Tapper, 1998:
32). In fact students might opt for a lower quaptpduct, perhaps cheaper and less
demanding, provided that it offered the prosped mfb.

The concept of higher education as a market rdissgthmental questions about the
purpose of quality assurance. Jackson (1997: 19iBjeu out a contradiction in principle
between the concept of a free market driven by @titign and choice and the
government-imposed quality assurance dictated bades of accountability. He argued
that organisations needed to innovate to survi\edompetitive market, whereas
regulation was likely to inhibit innovation and cpatition. Salter and Tapper (2000: 70)
agreed there was a paradox in this model in wiielgbvernment was ‘using the
principles of consumerism and the market to invag@the economic ideology of

education whilst preserving its ability to legititaastate regulation’.

Shackleton (1996) wondered whether regulation énféinm of quality assurance was

necessary at all ‘in a higher education systenesmingly dominated by the values of the
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competition and the market place,” where studemi®waving to pay fees. Citing the

independence of producers in a commercial markeary their products in response to
customer demands, he argued that universities dlodidr more flexible choices to
students and abandon ‘the costly straitjacket afipuassurance with which British
universities have been afflictedIES 24 June 1996). In his interview Barnett similarly
guestionedwhether or not one needs a national evaluationesyst one is marketising the
system. In a market, does one need a heavily barateinational evaluation system?
Shouldn’t one simply let the market decide as tatwtwants and means by quality(?’

8).

Based on the ‘contract’ between them, universitycation became a ‘product’ to be
purchased by individual students rather than alipgood’ contributing to the benefit of
society.As chapter 10 pointed out, the motivation of matuglents in the 1990s was
personal: a university education was seen as asiment in their future. It was perfectly
understandable that students, particularly on doeattonal courses which dominated the
post-92 universities, would be motivated to entghér education primarily as a means of
gaining employment. Chapter 10 also mentioned Dgarirecognition of students as
‘investors’ (NCIHE, 1997, 22: para 19) and Kellydea that within this framework, a
university arguably becanibasically a retailer of degreé¢l. 3). However Sharp rejected
this overall concept of higher education as a ntarkes not a consumer industry. There
are elements of consumerism in it and of courserthee people are paying, the more
these elements are there and students have atagigrtain things because that is what
they’re ‘buying’ or the government is ‘buying’ firem. But that’s not the nature of higher
education. It's about the generation of knowled@es). Tasker and Packham (1993:134)
summed up the gulf between the commercial modetraaitional university values.

‘The purpose of industry is to generate profitgarvate gain... The concept of
public good is not central to industry’s concerHse purpose of higher
education is to generate knowledge through colktimor between scholars, not
competition, and in such a way that society as alevhenefits’.

Gibbs (2001: 85) identified problems in attemptitagshift public opinion from the
benefits of higher education as a contributor wedy’'s social and moral well-being, to
one of skills given value by an economic markekioligh learners might acquire the
necessary skills and qualifications to gain emplegtwithin the market, they were
unlikely to gain the ‘cultural, moral and humanigar understanding’ which would
engender a desire and ability to contribute tonifteer society (Gibbs, 2001: 88). Regret
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that this kind of education was moving from beinfgablic good’ to being for individual

benefit was shared by Brown (2004: 3) who drewnditte to the tendency of the
government ‘to treat higher education as if it waengrivate good’. Redding (2005: 412)
argued that society as a whole should be thougas tie ‘ultimate customer’ of higher
education, both in terms of producing a better-atkaworkforce and, more broadly,
because ‘the notion of democracy and culture haaya been linked to an educated
populace’. Williams (2013) identified the growth‘tife knowledge economy’ under the
Conservative government since 1979 in which knogdeldlad become a valuable
commodity accumulated by individuals for their olbanefit. Summing up this conflicting
discourse, Peter Williams believed higher educatvas no longer perceived as a public
good, whether in terms of its economic role indini national prosperity or its social

role in including all of society into a coherentlttwal vision’ (I: 9).

11.4.9 Value for money v. the costs of quality assurance

The requirement of higher education to be costetiffe and the promotion of value for
money were pillars of government policy. It is sga, therefore, that though complaints
about the costs of quality assurance from univessiteviewers and external critics have
been a recurring theme throughout this narrathvese costs were rarely examined and
never accurately calculated. Even groups commissiovith that specific remit such as the
Joint Planning Group (1996) and PA Consulting (3G#lared themselves unable to
produce anything more than ‘guesstimates’. The tda{fort from the beginning to try to
calculate the overall costs of quality assurangersty limited the possibility of judging
whether or not the whole exercise represented faluaoney.

Previous chapters have described how front-lindemmécs particularly resented quality-
related expenditure on additional administratiagfshew central teaching and learning
centres and later on marketing budgets to boostgbsition in the rankings, particularly
when this became part of universities’ central misigop-sliced from departmental
funding (Underwood 2000 and 2002).

As time passed, stronger calls for a systematitysiseof costs were made on the grounds
that this lack of financial reporting amounted tfadure of accountability (Dill, 1998,
Underwood, 2000, Harrison and Lockwood, 2001). Br¢2004: 85) expressed

astonishment that so little effort had been madmatoulate these costs accurately and
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viewed this as ‘the strongest criticism of assesdéin&he Dearing Report itself (1997,

10:8) speculated that ‘it [might] not be the befsige of scarce resources to continue the
system in the long term’. This failure to addrd®s question of costs was an anomaly in
the prevailing audit culture and undoubtedly lb& system vulnerable to public criticism.
The total of £250 million estimated by PA Consudtas the annual cost to the sector of
quality assurance was reported under the senshsiethéeadline ‘Millions go down drain
in audit fiasco’ THES 4 August 2000).

The downplaying of costs by individuals involvediire quality assurance systems was
based partly on the complexity of calculation aadly on the lack of adequate records.
One major problem was the difficulty in calculatitng administrative costs, particularly
the opportunity cost of academics’ time which coludde been more profitably devoted to
teaching or research. From HEFCE's point of viewelviewee 1 emphasised these
difficulties and suggested that perhaps it wasdestrable to cost quality assoca

activities separately because they should be ceresidas part of an academic’s job
description: you don’t want to know the cost because actualiggoproperly compliant
and doing things well and having it evaluated sddeg built into the day-to-day way in
which you do your job and in the commercial indiagtvorld it is’ (I: 1). Sharp, as former
director of QAA Scotland, agreed that in termshaf total spend on higher education in
Scotland the amount that goes on quality is peanuts and rergh less than anything ...
that any industry would spend on quality assuraitas.very very cheapHe fully

accepted the need for rigorous evaluation of tfityuassurance systems but was not
over-concerned that the main focus of the reviengate had not been on costs. This view
was not based om ‘kind of ostrich-like behaviour and not thinkirigat money doesn’t
matter. Increasingly money matters an awful lot amdry penny you put into quality work
you’re taking away from frontline serviceblowever, he argued that attempting to
produce a formal cost/benefit analysis would benterdproductiveiyou’d get driven back
to kind of simplistic calculations, looking at @ifénces ...in drop-outs for example, and
trying to turn that into money terms. And you'rdl sibt certain that these are causative’

(I: 4).
11.5 Summary
Juxtaposing these opposing ‘discourses’ in this ee&yponstrates that quality assurance

was a crucial element in the Conservative govermsi@igher education reforms in both

policy and practice. Its industrial origins supjeaorthe aims of efficiency and value for
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money and its regulatory mechanisms became a noé@mforcing management control

as well as demonstrating accountability to thepayer. The potential to improve the
quality of higher education was stifled by the gowveent’s emphasis on the regulation
agenda. Assessment of quality was also a key featuhe marketisation of higher
education in which students became paying custoar&suraged the instrumental view
that the main aim of education was to lead to egmpent. Questions about the cost of
quality assurance and whether it delivered valuefoney became a highly contentious
aspect of the whole quality debate. Understandieged numerous conflicts that arose in
the sector is an important factor in identifying $pecific impacts of quality assurance and

reaching judgements about is overall effects.
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CHAPTER 12: WEIGHING UP THE IMPACTS OF QUALITY ASSURANCE

‘Ultimately ... it is still not clear that, even affté5 years, quality assurance systems have
really enhanced higher educatiofiarvey and Williams, 2010: 81).

12.1 Introduction

The stages of this study so far have included araiogical account of the origins and
implementation of quality assurance from 1985204 followed by exploration of its
impacts on staff and students and then an anaf/sie developing discourses among the
many players in the higher education sector. Tgenmg sections of this chapter consider
what insights can be gained from previous conteamyagvaluations of quality assurance,
and assess how far quality assurance fulfillecbtiginal aims set for it by government.
Combining all these layers of information has th#awed me to compile a balance-sheet
of specific impacts of quality assurance, positine negative.

12.2 Evaluations of quality assurance 1992-2005

An obvious step in this research was to investigatéemporary judgements about quality
assurance and the many evaluations and reviewsjrietnal and external, produced
during its first decade have provided a rich sowmfcarchival material. These have been

mentioned at appropriate points in the chronoldgiearative.

12.2.1 Evaluation for review and accountability

From the start, as described in chapter 6, thdaggg agencies and the universities
themselves accepted the need for evaluation, pestlyfundamental element in public
accountability and partly to test whether the psgsoof quality assurance were being
fulfilled. The HEQC and the Funding Councils in Eaygl and Scotland published reports
on their initial activities and thereafter estalid a pattern of regular self-review. They
also commissioned external reviews as a meandatileshing their credibility. While
these early reviews identified a number of positmpacts of quality assurance, they also
highlighted some tensions which became recurreamés in the quality debate. The
archives of HEFCE record the ongoing cycle of ahreorts on the successive rounds of
Teaching Quality Assessment between 1993 and 200k as frequent consultations
with the sector on proposed changes, in particdhlaintroduction of the numerical scoring

system from 1995. HEFCE'’s own report on the fitsage of quality assurance from 1993-
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95 was supplemented by an external report by Brerffr@deriks and Shah (1997) of the

Open University’s Quality Support Unit.

On several occasions, major changes in the steietusl operation of quality assurance
resulted from external reviews, notably the repbthe Joint Planning Group (1996), and
the proposals of the Dearing Committee (1997) wimfllnenced the future agenda of the
new QAA. Ministerial intervention in 2001 was foled by another major review and
consultation process which led to the introductbmstitutional audit and the QAA’s own
review (Learning from Subject Revieit993-200] fed into the 2003 White Papdwo
important external reviews were commissioned by BEFfrom management consultants
(PA Consulting, 2000, and JM Consulting, 2005)estigate the hitherto largely
unexplored area of the costs of quality assuraiidéerther source of external evaluation in
the first decade of the 2Tentury was the growth of European collaboratietwieen the
QAA and equivalent European organisations in ‘éfféo ensure alignment with quality
assurance aspects of the emerging European Higheakon Area’ (HEFCE 2003/35: 6).

The extent of review activity explains Sharp’s heglthat the quality assurance agencies
had beerevaluated to death(l: 4). On the other hand, he entirely accepteal t
justification for independent evaluation of quakitysuranceThat is a very important
thing. | think it should be open to public scrutiexactly because of ... the problem of
justifying it and saying, “Well is it making a difence?”. Furthermore, he emphasised

the need for rigorous external evaluation to av#s.

12.2.2 Quis custodiet ipsos custodes?

It was sometimes argued that the evaluation byityuedsurance agencies of their own
work was not sufficiently rigorous or objectiveantained an element of positive ‘spin’.
Writing in The Independerdf 27 August, 1998, Alderman called for greateusny of

‘the extent to which the QAA [was] itself qualitgsured’, while Brown (2004: 165) drew
attention to the need for ‘quality control of extar quality assurance’ to assess whether it

was itself achieving ‘an adequate standard of guali

A number of interviewees were concerned that atgresegree of objectivity was required.
Interviewee 10 felt that, apart from the CHES rew{@994) which he commended for its

independenceéthe evaluations have tended to be conducted byoarbehalf of people
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who believed in the existing arrangemerts10) who generally offered fairly anodyne

comments. Barnett offered a more significant exati@m for the reviewers’ failure to
identify problems:there’s a kind of blankness about the whole syditerefuses to reflect
on itself, for fear of what might be found, dousslelt would be found, or certainly would
have been found, that the emperor had few clothe®). On the other hand, it would have
been surprising if the agencies had not soughtdsgmt their work in a favourable light
and in fact Harvey (2010 (2): 106) judged that istpa external evaluations on the
practice of the agencies themselves had largely temeficial, a means of enhancing
both their improvement and accountability’.

12.2.3 Evaluation overkill?

The early years of the Ztentury saw a proliferation of mainly governmemstigated
reviews under such aspirational titlesBatter Accountability for Higher EducatidiA
Consulting, 2000) anHigher Education: Easing the Burdé¢Better Regulation Task
Force, 2002). These were more about process thdartpand often added to the
complexity of the structures they had been trymgitplify by setting up new bodies
and/or proposing yet more reviews. Regular ovetsigts continued by a Quality
Assurance Framework Review Group convened by HEBTE)P and Universities UK in
August 2004. This was evidence, if any was needleithe relentless and self-perpetuating
operation of the evaluation machine which oftemically had the effect of increasing
bureaucracy rather than reducing it, calling todrtime maxim that

‘Big fleas have little fleas upon their backs ttelihem,
And little fleas have lesser fleas, andasbinfinituni
(Oxford Dictionary of Provers2008).

Thus, quality assurance in higher education wasuipigdly subjected to a high degree of
evaluation. The function was taken seriously byhlibe public agencies and the
universities themselves in fulfilment of their pigbhccountability. However, there were
justified criticisms of these layers of evaluatiwhich often failed to challenge the
principles of quality assurance. Public accountgfmotwithstanding, it is easy to
understand the negative reactions of academictstéifiis constant focus on evaluation
which, as they saw it, added another costly and-tonsuming layer to the burden of
guality assurance without delivering any obviousdii to teaching and learning. To a

researcher looking back from a distance, theresisiking gulf between the favourable
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evaluations appreciating the value of quality amsce and the simultaneous negative

reactions of many academics involved in operatirgsystems.

12.3 Changing aims of quality assurance

12.3.1The ‘purposes’ of quality assurance

In view of the political origins of quality assui@®) it is logical to evaluate its impacts
since its implementation via the Further and Higbéucation Act of 1992 in terms of the
stated aims set out for it by the government. Ttlewing table collates the core purposes
of quality assurance expressed in legislation andagmce over the period of this study.
Interestingly, the UK purposes corresponded clogély a list compiled from an

international study of 12 quality agencies (Brenaad Shah, 2000: 31-32).

Table 12:1 The purposes of quality assurance defined in legislation, 1992-2004

* To ensure that all publicly-funded higher educaiaf approved quality

* To encourage swift action to rectify shortcomings

* To encourage improvements in the quality of higidrcation

* To publish information to inform choice and to amhe public accountability
» To secure value for money from investment in higkdrcation

* To inform funding and reward excellence in learnamgl teaching.

The original ‘purposes’ were revised a number s in keeping with changing
government priorities and contemporary rhetorids Macillation was symptomatic of
underlying confusion about the purposes and omerati quality assurance and
contributed to the turbulence in the system whias been a key theme of this thé3is.
Notably, one of Dearing’s overarching recommendetiovas that in future the government
should adopt greater stability in the quality aasge arrangements for the benefit of the
sector (NCIHE, 1997).

" These ‘purposes’ referred specifically to quadissessment, for which HEFCE had a statutory
responsibility. The HEQC's primary mission for gtyahaudit from 1992-97 remained ‘to contribute et
maintenance and improvement of quality at all Isv&uidelines on Quality AssuranddEQC, 1994: iii).
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12.3.2 Assurance of quality

Acceptance of the case made in this thesis thajdtiernment’s overarching purpose in
introducing quality assurance was to control amgpliiege higher education leads to the
conclusion that this aim was achieved. There idaubt that the Funding Councils and the
HEQC put in place regulatory systems to assessadid quality. By 1993, the new
agencies were established, quality assurance stescset up, assessors and auditors
recruited and trained, measurement and reportisgs)s devised and being operated by
administrative staff. The publication of assessnagrt audit reports was providing
evidence of the generally high quality of UK higleelucation and the robustness of the
quality assurance systems. By any standards theeeremarkable achievements. Just as
notably, the universities and their staff, howensductantly, were complying with the
systems and co-operating to produce the evideneeharih quality could be assessed.
Despite the policy shifts and inconsistent methaus although universities’ protests
against the level of external regulation occasigriz@came strident enough to provoke
major change, the overall régime of quality asscedras maintained its regulatory role

with co-operation of the sector for over 20 years.

The published ‘results’ of quality assessments @82 onwards through several changes
of methodology undoubtedly conveyed a messagesstitfance’ to the public that the
levels of quality achieved and maintained by the Wi ersities were extremely high. As
mentioned in chapter 3, Brown (2004) summarised datvided to him personally by
Roger Cook of Napier University in 2002, which rakesl that in phase 1 (1992-95) only
1.29% of institutions were rated ‘unsatisfactoryiil® in the second cycle of the TQA
(1995-2001) after the introduction of numericalrsog, average scores in subject
assessments had risen and ‘out of the 3,311 assetssithere were only 35 published
fails’ (Brown, 2004: 97). Though there were som#&asms of inconsistency in the
scoringand of academics who learnt to ‘play the game'séhfeggures presented consistent
evidence of the high quality of UK higher educatsufficient to reassure the public and
boost its reputation abroad as well as providingf@nce against potential complaints and

litigation. From this point of view, quality assae was fulfilling its primary purpose.

12.3.3 ‘Rectification of shortcomings’

One fundamental test of the effectiveness of quabsurance was whether or not action

was taken in response to critical assessmentsditsatnterviewees for this study who
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were professionally involved in quality assuran@enconfident that in the rare cases

where the required threshold was not attained, deahaction was taken. Interviewee 1
commented that on the whole the sector was perfgywery well but action was being
taken if necessary (I: 1). From his personal exqnee Masters believed th#tsomething
was unsatisfactory...there had to be a procesmpfavement({l. 5). Sharp outlined the
rigorous process that ensued from an unsatisfacaing.‘If you take an extreme case
where something has been found to be seriouslyjgrdiical ...there is a requirement to
produce an action plan and implement change antichange is then monitoredrhere
would then be a ‘year-on’ repdexplicitly designed to address the question whaatehyou
done as a result of the last quality reviedlowed by a review meeting between the
QAA and the university which in Sharp’s experiedegnonstrated thahe university not
only has attended to the sum of the things thaéweghlighted as being problematical,
but they’'ve got way beyond thék' 4). At crisis level, therefore, it appears thtas

purpose was normally achieved.

However, it has also become apparent that whesdetel of compulsion was not
enforced, responses to recommendations in repagtst tme more variable. Producing
positive actiorassumed willing participation by the universitiesieh was not always
forthcoming, as Interviewee 6 remembered fromime ton the governing body of a
university: What | wanted was action plans from each departroefdaculty or even
subject group(l: 6) but thisexpectation that action would follow apparently eaas a
surprise to academics. Other instances were repoftassessment reports sometimes
being consigned to filing cabinets without folloys;uhus negating the value of the whole
exercise. Underwood (2000) reported that the us#erno&reports was very variable and
there was little sharing of good practice or ingittn-wide action. The finding in a review
by Brennaret al. (1997) that 66% of reports gave rise to actidnram for the less

reassuring conclusion that the remaining thirdrait

12.3.4 Quality assurance for improvement

The impacts of external quality assurance in sttiod) improvements were hard to assess,
partly because the number of variable factors wewimade it impossible to attribute
causality and partly because of the lack of avilaata. However, there was statistical
evidence of rising grades from 1992 to 1995 (Catkd by Brown, 2004: 76) and scores
from 1995-2001 (Cook, cited by Brown, 2004: 92-@4jle evaluations of quality

assurance, both internal and external, regulariytiired improvements. The tangible
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benefits to teaching are discussed in section2®dlow. Thus it was clear that both audit

and assessment reports had the potential to stenuigrovements if staff co-operation
could be gained. Many academics benefited fromagpaating in activities related to
quality assurance or took advantage of new staféldpment opportunities. On the other
hand, others were put off by the externally impgsextesses which rarely succeeded in

drawing them into ‘a level of positive engagemeithwhe system’ (Newton, 1999: 31).

The discourse between accountability and improveraealysed in chapter 12 revealed
that the potential for improvement through quadisgurance was often limited by the
government’s emphasis on regulation, particulaitigrahe demise of the HEQC. The 2003
White Paper continued to express the governmeattsnitment to ‘support improvements
in teaching quality in all institutions’ (DfES, 280p. 46). However, the Quality Assurance
Framework Review Group (HEFCE, 2005/35: 7), thorggorting high performance by
the sector, added that ‘the group would now wisbe® a move towards a more
enhancement focused proce$¥actical commitment to improvement seemed to lbag

time coming.

12.3.5 Information for public accountability and student choice

The responsibility to provide ‘effective and acdblespublic information’ as part of

accountability was added to the list of the purgasfequality assessment in the HEFCE
Circular 39/94: 23. The quality assurance agermesplied with the demands of public
accountability by publishing their assessment amditaeports and frequent internal and

external evaluations of their activities.

The long-held mantra that ‘student choice will e&singly work to drive up quality,
supported by much better information’ continuedécemphasised by the government in
the 2003 White Paper (DfES, 2003: p 46) and letthéarequirement for a greatly increased
supply of information intended to guide choices.d&scribed in chapter 10, the validity of
this claim was challenged and the practice of pgtthe onus of such important choices on
to students who would not have the maturity to gid@s strongly criticised. More

recently, compliance with the requirement to pradthe large volumes of information
specified by the Cooke Committee has itself bectimaesubject of audit, leading some
academics to complain that the primary focus is navwhe quality of the information
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rather than on the quality of the education theymoviding. Overall, it is not clear that

information intended to guide students in theirices has always achieved this aim.

12.3.6 Links between quality and funding

12.3.6.1 Value for money

Quality assurance was intended to be used as manrent to achieve the government’s
frequently stated expectation that universities i@chieve ‘the maintenance and
enhancement afost-effectiveeaching, scholarship and research of high quéhtifFCE
M2/94: 3.4). The striking paradox between the gorent’'s preoccupation with value for
money and the apparent lack of concern about this b quality assurance itself was
mentioned in the previous chapter. The failurevaate quality assurance from a value
for money point of view was an unjustified anomialyhe prevailing audit culture and
understandably provided additional fuel for acadssrprotests against it. In terms of the
expenditure on quality assurance set against thefite delivered, it did not represent

value for money: this aim was not achieved.

12.3.6.2 Assessment to ‘inform funding and reward excellence’

Though the potential to offer financial incenties high achievement in the TQA had
been abandoned, the threat to withdraw funding fsabtstandard courses remained for
several years despite the fact that ‘throughouBtiiears in which the TQA exercise had
been in existence, the English Funding Council J[lsadided linking the results directly to
funding’ (Underwood, 2000: 78). Thus, though iriyidoth a financial reward and a
penalty had been envisaged as part of establisinikgybetween quality assessment and
funding, in the end neither had been implementéeé. ‘Tarrot’ had been abandoned and
the ‘stick’ had been retained, but only in the dniet In failing to pursue the aim for
quality assessment to ‘inform funding and to rewexdellence’ the government appeared
to lack the courage of its convictions to use duassurance as a financial instrument to

promote value for money.

12.3.6.3 Unreasonable expectations?

A recurring theme in this study has been the difficcaused for universities by constant
government pressure to deliver high quality edocatd more students with inadequate

funding. In this respect, there was a link betwkemrting and quality but not in the way
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intended. Paradoxically, the government maintathede high expectations but refused to

acknowledge the converse — that less money woattlte lower quality. In 1997, the need
to increase funding for higher education had besinang point in Dearing’s argument in
favour of student fees, which emphasised the Feadtthe current low levels of university
pay were a threat to the quality of teaching. Aedan chapter 8, this situation was finally
acknowledged by the budget increase in the Higllecktion Act of 2004 but even this
initiative was felt by many academics to be totbdiind too late, particularly as it did

nothing to improve their basic salary levels.

12.3.6.4 Tuition fees

The introduction of tuition fees from 2000 engemdea different link between finance and
guality in the government’s mind: ‘in an era whémdents are being asked to contribute
more to the costs of their tuition, to reflect themefits it brings them, their expectations of
teaching quality will rise’ (DfES, 2003: 4: 4.1)réater emphasis on student rights to
expect high quality teaching, even to the extertffd#ring undeliverable government
guarantees, increased the pressure on universities/e in place ‘effective quality
assurance systems and robust degree standardSS,(R@B3: 4.13). Though all students
did not subscribe to this view, this was an addelenge to universities, and to many

people it seemed perfectly justified.

12.4 Impacts of quality assurance: the balance sheet

This section moves to consider the specific impattgiality assurance on universities, on
the teaching they delivered, and on their staff stndents. In attempting to compile a
balance sheet of positives and negatives, it i®rapt to re-emphasise two overarching
contextual factors. Firstly, impacts took time exbme apparent, and could have greater
or lesser effect during the successive phasesalitgassurance. Secondly, the multiple
reactions of groups and individuals within the leighducation sector depended on how
quality assurance was implemented in their ownrenment and how they were

professionally and personally affected.

12.4.1 What did quality assurance do for universities?

On the credit side, the introduction of quality &ahd assessment systems meant that the

universities had to take a much more systematicoggp to the planning, delivery and
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evaluation of the education they were providingreaunreasonable demand of a publicly

funded service. Used constructively, quality asscesbecame a management tool which
could promote beneficial change and thus helpeticp&arly the pre-92 universities to
adapt to the new régime. Over time, all universitieveloped their own internal quality
evaluation systems in the form of annual courseitanng and periodic reviews which

mirrored external quality audit and assessmentguloes.

Interviewee 6 (when principal of a university) rgoed that quality assurance had the
potential to change culturé:was ... keen to make sure we got a good assddmt also
one that embodied the notion of continuous impreven(l: 6). While this was not a
universal view, he believed that the process oéreet review, if received positively, could
have the effect of reducing defensiveness amoffigestd increasing confidence in their

own programmes.

Publication of audit and assessment reports fedfifpublic accountability as well as
enhancing the reputations of universities whiclragavell. From his own experience
Interviewee 2 pointed out that the internationaeagd of quality assurance was also
providing evidence to bolster the UK’s reputatiBarnett recognised the importance of
international league tables as a by-product ofiyuassurance'we need to acknowledge
what the evaluation system demonstrated publitigt.the UK higher education system is
of high quality’(I: 8). With the rise of the consumer ethos in leigiducation, effective
quality assurance systems could give universitigdeace to counter the growth of

complaints about the quality of their provision @g¢mwood, 2000).

Quality assurance could also encourage the spifegmbd practice, particularly during the
time of the HEQC whose major focus was on improvamEhe experience of personal
participation in quality assurance processes lgelaumbers of trained and experienced
peer reviewers, both externally and in their owstitations, was frequently cited as one of
its major benefits. Kelly mentioned the positivéeets of assessment or audit visits,
‘sharing good practice, getting new ideas, pers@mal professional experiencéie had
detecteda camaraderie in the subject and a willingnesgxchangeand judged that

‘part of quality assessment which nobody had faeseas actually getting into the guts of
the teaching of a department in another univergity3). From personal experience, Sharp
emphasised that the value of this kind of exchavg®to learn from practice and to get
practising academics engaged in these kind of dsons and from these discussions to

try and codify exemplars of what we mean by goadtpre in teaching and learning in
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different contexts(l: 4). From another angle, Interviewee 2 streskedmportance of

external dialogue with other university departmemtd praised what he described as the
‘robust but collaborativerelationship with the QAA (I: 2). There were intaltenefits

too: the exercise of preparing self-assessmentrdents by departments or subject groups
encouraged reflective practice as a collectivevagtamong academics. The process of
implementing recommendations from reports was iatgmrtant. Interviewee 1 gave a
good deal of credit to the universities’ internabtity assurance unitsthiey’re helping
people all the time, you know, they’re checkindtos, they're giving examples of best
practice which were then disseminated across the institugl: 1).

While recognising these benefits for universitlesyever, it is also important to note the
undeniable negatives which have loomed large mnthrrative: the major loss of
autonomy resulting from increased state contrpkahonged period of strife with
government agencies; the emphasis on accountataithgr than improvement; scoring
methods encouraging a culture of competition aeeacademic values; the huge increase

in administrative workload and the costs of the l@lexercise.

12.4.2 What did quality assurance do for teaching?

2.4.2.1 The profile of teaching

Some academics viewed quality assessment of tepakia potential means of redressing
the balance with the RAE (Kogan and Hanney, 20B@the end of the 1990s, Brennan
and Shah (2000) reported that much more attentabeing given to the teaching
function, while Underwood (2000: 81) believed thaality assessment had ‘provided an
impetus for institutions to give more attentiorthie quality of their teaching’. Barnett
remained cautious about attributing this changeednto quality assuranceohe can’t
simply read off directly an improvement in the peodf teaching from the presence and
the work of the quality assurance indus{ity8). However, several interviewees
commented that this had been one of the major lméglempacts of quality assurance.
‘There was a recognition that teaching itself wasally very important proces§: 1).
Interviewee 2 agreed that quality assurance ditd tii@ balance between research and
teaching, though this took time. Indeed he wondéamdkre teaching would have been if
the RAE had come in and there hadn’t been any(R2). From a SHEFC point of view,
Masters was confident thahe quality assessment of teaching ... startedaweenthe

needle a little bit towards the status of teachingipared to the status of resear¢h’s).
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However, by the end of the 1990s, researchers matneg that the impact of quality
assurance on the status of teaching remained \&artdbnkel (2000: 95) had no doubt that
the TQA had led to ‘the greater valuing of teachamgl learning at the top of institutions’
but on the other hand, it was clear that at depanrtat level progress was slow. As long as
success in the RAE brought financial rewards aadhieg quality assessment did not,
‘institutions would do nothing to redress the bakof reward in the academic community
between teaching and research and individuals waeihéve accordingly’ (Henkel, 2000).
Morley (2003) believed that the added pressurepiafity assessment had a greater impact
on academics at departmental level than any chartpe status of teachings-a-vis
research. An article by Drennan sub-titled ‘Nobgeys famous for their teaching’ (2001)
comparing the impacts of quality assessment orhileg@nd on research confirmed this
conclusion. Her research had shown that althougi @A had raised the profile of
teaching and learning within universities, it haat raised the ‘esteem, or value, of
teaching as compared to research’ which remairedtin accelerator of career

advancement (Drennan, 2001: 174).

It thus appears that the enhanced status of tegalas not universal and might depend on
the attitudes of individual vice-chancellors or tie@af department. Despite rhetoric to the
contrary, research continued to be regarded in m&oes as ‘the activity of greater
prestige’ and carried more weight in decisions alpoomotion (Biggs, 2003: 280). This
battle was hard to win. Nevertheless, it was wiitlely believed that one of the most
significant impacts of quality assurance was teadhe status of teaching in universities

and at least offer a challenge to the primacy séaech.

12.4.2.2 Career opportunities in teaching

The requirement for every university to have areay and teaching strategy was
accompanied in most universities by the creatioa g¢nior post of pro-vice-chancellor or
vice-principal with responsibility for Learning af@aching, including the oversight of
teaching quality. Though some interviewees comnuktitat these were not necessarily the
most influential positions among the senior managy@n(: 2; I: 4) they were nevertheless
symbolic of the higher recognition being accordeteaching within the university

hierarchy.
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In some universities, the increased awarenessohteg led to the growth of research

interest in pedagogy itself. Barnett commentednenbiurgeoning scholarship of teaching
and learning over the past few decades, partiguillaithe United States, which was
developinga strand in the literature of teaching and leamgiwithin the disciplinesfor
interested academics (I: 8). On the other handsthelarship of teaching was not always
regarded as a prestigious topic for research (B@@83). Barnett also mentioned a
continuing problem that pedagogical research hagetdound'a proper place within the
RAE... so it's not yet in either an individual’'da@rest or in a university’s interest to

encourage it hugelyl: 8).

One other notable development mentioned by Inteseel was that some universities
introduced What were essentially teaching only appointmefaisstaff whose major
interest was in teaching rather than research ciitexia required them to show evidence
that they weréengaged in scholarshigdb the extent that, though they might not be
generatingnew knowledge’'they were conversant with the literature of gectband had
kept themselves up-to-date. In some cases, pronsotezognised distinction in teaching
‘which would never have happened if the balanceveen teaching and research hadn’t
shifted’ (I: 1). Some interviewees welcomed these developsres justified
acknowledgements of the enhanced status of teabhiingthers expressed reservations.
Blackstone, however, felt that an academic resdaackground was essential: it was
wrong for an academic to become a profe&saess he or she had something to prdfess

(I: 7).

12.4.2.3 Practical impacts on teaching

When asked to identify practical impacts of quadigsurance on teaching, interviewees
gave a range of answers. Many of these relatedurse planning and approval and the
information given to students which wasormously better than it used to &’ 2),
especially for the pre-92 universities. The coutseumentation was often expressed in
terms of intended learning outcomes which InteréeW saw as a very positive change
attributable directly to the introduction of quglassessmentotitcome-based learning
wouldn’t have come without quality assessment fattethat you are required to produce
a syllabus which not only says what you're goingetch, but what you expect the
students to learn(l: 1). A further benefit was the routine provision of ceeihandbooks
for students, and, later, the placing of extensimarse materials on designated websites,

often including podcasts of lectures. Interviewesrphasised that there had also been



232
‘enormous improvements in assessment technifuy accompanied by stated time

limits for the return of assessed work. A respdoge wider diversity of student intake
was a greater emphasis on student support, ingubeappointment of institutional or
departmental learning support officers to assigdesits who might require it. Summing up
the practical impacts of quality assurance on teggiBarnett reflected th&he main

moves were towards making teaching processes aiatitendant monitoring and
evaluation systems which had built up within ingittns much more explici(l: 8).

Similar developments were identified in evaluatiohgjuality assurance and confirmed by
contemporary commentators (Harvey, 1995 and 198rkel, 2000, Brown, 2004). The
cumulative view from these widespread sources leatise conclusion that quality
assurance had produced significant improvemertseimrganisation and processes of

teaching.

12.4.2.4 Negative opinions

However, as many contributions to the quality deliadlicated, these favourable opinions
were by no means universal. Pollitt (1995: 142) emnted that academics had been
coerced into ‘cutting per student class contaceésnteaching much larger classes,
reducing the number or length of written assignmesucrificing time for research and
scholarship and so on'. Difficulties in measurihg effectiveness of student learning
meant that many assessments of teaching qualikyadomount of quantitative factors which
many academics felt were divorced from the essefht@aching. Power (1999: 103)
identified the risk of audit ‘transforming teachifigm a relationship into a transaction

which can be made auditable in isolation’.

Nevertheless it is fair to say that within a dectaige was a widespread view that the
status of teaching had been raised and the org@mmisaproved, with corresponding gains
for students and a growth in pedagogical resedittbugh research rather than teaching
remained the main criterion for promotion to thghwst levels, there was some expansion
of teaching roles and of senior strategic posth vasponsibility for the oversight of

teaching quality

12.4.2.5 Quality assurance was not wholly about teaching

My starting point for this study was the assumptiwet in the early 1990s the principal

aim of quality assurance was to improve teachimge Qurprising insight emerging clearly
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from my research was that though this was an hambeigoal, translated into political

rhetoric from 1985 onwards, quality assurance ggdamented was not essentially about

teaching

When first introduced, the systems already seemadddemics like a largely bureaucratic
exercise and it was not clear what effect they wdwdve on teaching and learning.
Judgements about quality were made on the basimiidtical performance indicators such
as graduation and non-completion rates, degresifitagions and graduate employment
figures, as well as organisational factors likerseiplanning and evaluation, information
available to students and the facilities providedupport learning. Though these could
contribute to more efficient organisation and treetecthe overall quality of the student
experience, they did not focus on the interactietwken teacher and student and how this

could improve learning.

Comparing the impacts of external assessment @anes and on teaching, Drennan
(2001: 177) highlighted difficulties in making juelgnents about teaching because of the
lack of agreed performance indicators and the comwiww that to change this would
require ‘a definition of “excellence” in teachingd&asome mechanisms to record and
evaluate teaching performance and innovative devedmts.’ In fact Harrison and
Lockwood (2001) argued that ‘the QAA does not anenhance teaching quality. The
QAA aims to enhanceonfidencan teaching quality, not teaching quality itseBome
interviewees indicated a view that that qualityuwance was more about improving the

management and organisation of courses than abettansaction of teaching.

2.4.2.6 Quality assurance could undermine teaching quality

Earlier chapters have highlighted paradoxical sibna in which quality assurance
measures themselves actually hindered improvenmenisality. The government’s
prioritisation of accountability as the primary aohquality assurance compelled
academics to devote time and effort to complianitke kegulatory mechanisms which

inevitably diverted them from their core activitiesteaching and research.

There was a strong feeling that the often mechiamstthods were unfitted for the
assessment of teaching and learning. Content iasesged by process and the system
nominally directed towards improvement actuallyverged academics from improving
their teaching. Barnett had always opposed the B@Wmerical scoring system on the
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grounds that it wadbth insufficiently sensitive and punitiye 8), while Morley (2003:

viii) highlighted the irony of this: when qualitgsurance claimed to be concerned with the
‘fitness for purpose’ of higher education, howffit academic purposes were the alien

‘quality technologies’ employed in its own procesae

The dominant regulatory ethos of audit and assessco@ld inhibit creativity in teaching,
rewarding departments ‘that were good at deliveaniged and tested product at the
expense of those that were innovating to develogtir one’ (Brown, 2004: 165). In
addition, as noted i@hapter 10, while some aspects of the empowerniestitidents as an
aspect of quality assurance might be welcomedetivere risks that efforts to satisfy their
interests as ‘customers’ could undermine pedagagdyreduce standards. Gibbs cited
research evidence that requirements of qualityrasse could also have an unintended
effect on student behaviour. For example, the detgiled course specifications of ILOs
complying with QAA codes of practice may encouraggglents to narrow the focus of
their learning and ignore topics not subject teeassent (Gibbs, 2010, 2% fact the
overarching message of his bdokmensions of Qualit{2010) was that many of the
performance indicators used to assess quality ifieanformation about the quality of

teaching.

Kinman and Jones (2003: 31) claimed that at thetigelevel, ‘the greatest irony of the
past ten years is that the continuous impositioveabus ‘quality controls’ has actually

diminished the pedagogy and knowledge quality fghér education’.

12.4.3 What did quality assurance do for staff?

12.4.3.1 Staff development and training

The rise in the status of teaching resulted ineafgr focus on academic staff training and
professional development described by Interviewas fbng overdug(l: 1). Quality
assurance itself contributed to this: indeed, thiming of subject specialist reviewers and
review chairs to undertake quality assessmensvigtween 1993 and 2001 was described
as ‘the largest single staff development exereidgK higher education’ (QAA, 2003: 4).
Specialist training was also needed for the armgdofinistrators employed to manage the
technical processes of audit and assessment aselWih the QAA and the Funding
Councils. Henkel (2000:105) recalled the previargy of ‘permanent department-

initiated structures for professional developmemjuality improvement’ but with the
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arrival of quality assessment more formalised apgines to staff development were

introduced, often based in new Teaching and Legr@ientres, partly because ‘they were
seen to reap rewards in external assessmentsvibiee 1 believed that the most
important change introduced under the banner ditgu@essurance was thdhe processes
of induction of new teaching staff and the mentpohyoung teaching staff became
ubiquitous and it ... was on the whole done pre#yt and pretty unthreateninglyi: 1).

He felt that though these programmes took timestmine accepted everywhere, they had
eventually becom&@&lmost part of the wallpaperand over time, quality assurance had
become less threatenirig's moved away from policing to saying “Look, $hs important
to you™ (I: 1). Research by Nast al. (1996) cited by Gibbs (2010) found that teachers
with teaching qualifications such as a PGCE wereerh@yhly rated by their students than
those without. The foundation of the ILTHE succekbdg the Higher Education Academy
indicated high level commitment to this aim and iiE~+eported in 2006 on the
publication of a framework for professional teachstandards to offer accredited courses
to new staff which had been a Key Performance Tarigine Higher Education Academy
(HEFCEAnNnual Report2005-06).

On the other hand, the picture was not always s@. Barnett pointed out that threle

and status and positionjoyed by the Teaching and Learning Centres wagwariable
(I: 8). There could be friction between them andl@u Assurance offices if they
embarked on ‘competing improvement agendas baseft@mopposing values’, (Harvey
and Williams (2010 (2): 85). Sharp explained timaially, these centres were often
‘sidelined, indeed even physically they were oiftegn outpost miles away from anyone
else. In most cases they stopped doing any teatiemgselves so they stopped having any
impact by demonstration. Up until recently it wadyathe enthusiastic that would go to
any short courses that they were runnifig’4). Despite his personal commitment to the
benefits of staff development, Sharp found himkailfing to admit that until recent years
‘the vast majority of academicwa/ould have rated the benefit they had receivechfsach
centres alvery close to zero'The unitswere paddling their own canoes, doing quite
interesting things, but having no impact at allgnactice’ (I: 4).

12.4.3.2 Jobs in quality assurance

As mentioned in chapter 6, some staff undoubtedhelited from the career opportunities
provided by quality assurance in management or @idtrative roles, sometimes in

teaching only appointments or through participaasrpeer auditors or assessors. Some
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even rose to the challenges of performativity vattine competitive culture (Ball, 2000).

As quality assurance became a centralised funatiorstitutions, many more academics
became involved in university committees which éedlbhem to participate in dialogue at

senior level and to develop a university-wide pecsipe on teaching.

12.4.3.3 Disengagement from quality assurance

In contrast, many academics continued to reacttivedyato the imposition of quality
assessment, particularly when its implementatiotaiked ‘crossing the boundaries of the
classroom and assessingividual teacher performance’ (Henkel, 2000: 105). Williams
reported considerable resistance to training omp#reof academics whbaven’'t come in

to learn to be teacher§l: 9). A further issue was that attendance affstevelopment

events was often optional for experienced teachetis,the result that the most frequent
attendees tended to be those who were alreadytgaolders, while those who stayed away

were often those who most needed to attend (BR2f33).

At the same time, resistance to the bureaucratigddm, a constant refrain in this study,
became the longest running cause of complaintsageanics in the history of quality
assurance. For many, the pedantry and rules gowgetine TQA rendered process more
important than content, creating a concept of guathich they saw as separate from the
‘substance of education’ (Henkel, 2000: 99). Iteited them from their core activities of
teaching and research, stifling their creativitgemnthe weight of regulation. Masters (I: 5)
pointed out that supporters of quality assuranae \Weely to be involved in the QAA
processes professionally or at very senior levehiwersities and might well have a very
different attitude from those at department lelrgerviewee 10 also saw this gulf as a
problem: guality assurance has become a technology in itsroght... and ordinary
academics have not felt engaged inlitlQ).

As the bureaucratic burden persisted and the lackrmection with teaching became
more obvious, some academics’ disillusionment \giiklity assurance increased.
However, one of the main points made by Henkebgaech (2000) on the impact of
quality assurance on academics was that the long+tsilience of their discipline-based
educational values persisted despite their enfoadegtion of the new regulatory
procedures. This interpretation was echoed byvmeee 2 who commented that in his
experience, at least in the pre-1992 universittes, initial resistance has never been

overcome(l: 2).
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12.4.4 What did quality assurance do for students?
12.4.4.1 Benefits

Because of their diverse abilities, backgroundssgalities and motivations, it is
important to recognise that no generalisationsrebably be made about the impact of
quality assurance on students. Barnett pointedhattthere had certainly been room for
improvement in the kind of university educationytieere being offered before 1992:
‘students in the past were often short-changedrsssuwere run in a very amateurish way
without proper documentation, systems were ill-tped, examination boards were again
run in an amateurish way and so i’ 8). Contrasting his contacts with studentslagef
executive of the QAA with his own experience atvensity, Williams noted an immense
change. The students were central to what was going ory, tirere given proper clear
objectives; they knew what they were supposed tioing); there was proper support for
them’ He was convinced, therefore, that they had dyréenefited from the practical
impacts of quality assurance on teachtimgterms of positives, | do actually think that
students get a much much better deal as a resah afstitution or a department having to
be more careful, more organised, less random,degpendent on the whims of individuals’
(I: 9). They undoubtedly benefited from the improments in teaching and increased
support for learning outlined above and from geawdtiempts by the universities to

enhance the quality of the student experience.

12.4.4.2 Disadvantages

Chapter 10 noted that while many students welcoma@ased opportunities to express
their views about courses and greater representatiquality assurance processes and
governance, others were less interested in becomvadyed and even resented the
constant demands for their opinions. Some alsdtfattthe information they received from
the universities was not useful. The extensionoolscmer rights to students as paying
customers enabled them to seek redress againstpality, but some rejected this identity
and were reluctant to complain. Though increasttenéion to the ‘student voice’ was
undoubtedly welcome in some respects, many acaddeilidhat empowerment of
students as evaluators of quality could threatémecbrelationships between students and

teachers.
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12.4.5 The balance sheet

The following table summarises the widely disparatpacts of quality assurance on
organisations and individuals in different partshef higher education system. Clearly the
strength of the impacts varied over time from tsion to institution and department to
department. The differences depended on many &d¢tmiuding the attitude of the
university leadership to quality assurance, thereab#ity of staff to embracing cultural
change, the level of funds available to enhanashdermine the student experience, and,
not least, the outcomes of the quality audits as@ssments which could have a
significant effect on the university’s reputatiamdamorale. Setting out the positives and
negatives in this way strikingly illustrates thegleucomplexity of quality assurance, its
major impacts on university life and the impossipibf drawing clear-cut conclusions

about its effects. Almost every benefit had a gponding disadvantage.



239

Table 12.2: Impacts of quality assurance - the balance sheet

2

D

Positive Negative
The state e Gained more control over * QA caused major conflict with
universities HE sector
¢ Regulatory systems to achieve « Aim for accountability eclipsed
accountability improvement
e Scoring systems to measure quality ¢ QA recommendations not
and identify ‘shortcomings’ always implemented
e Information to guide students and e Mantra that ‘choice drives up
reassure public quality’ not proven
e Aim to ‘secure value for money’ e Link between quality
from HE assessments and funding neve
« International reputation of UK HE made
enhanced
Universities * More systematic approach to * Reduction in university
organisation of HE autonomy
* QA as a management tool promoting ¢  Strife with government agencie
beneficial changes * Regulatory demands reduced
e Public accountability through time for improvement
publication of reports * Inappropriate scoring methods
e High TQA scores could help e Growth of competition alien to
marketing and recruitment university values
« Potential to spread good practice + Costs of QA not delivering valu
among departments and universiti¢s for money
« Evidence to counter complaints
Teaching Status of teaching raisefts-a-vis * QA not primarily about interactions
research of teaching and learning
Growth in pedagogical research » Lack of criteria and methods to
Improvement in organisation and measure teaching
documentation e Compliance culture inhibiting
Emphasis on learning outcomes. creativity in teaching
Course materials improved » Variable status of Teaching and
Better assessment of students’ work Learning Centres
Improvement of student guidance and | * QA undermining quality of teaching
support
Internal course monitoring and review
systems developed
Staff Some career opportunities through * Intrusion into individual teacher
involvement in QA performance
Greater focus on staff training and «  Staff resistance to training
development e Increased workload
Benefits of participation in external QA| «  Bureaucratic burden diverting
reviews academics from teaching
Internal involvement at institutional levele  Managerialism
and wider perspective on teaching e Lack of incentives
« Negative psychological effects
Students Better organisation and more systematic  Information overkill and

delivery of education

More information before and during
university experience

Greater attention to student views
Emphasis on student ‘rights’
Experience of involvement in QA

processes

‘questionnaire fatigue’

* Rejecting identity as ‘customers’

«  Staff dumbing down courses to gair
popularity

* Reduction of trust between students

and teachers
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Chapter 13: VERDICTS ON QUALITY ASSURANCE

‘Plants don’t flourish when we keep pulling themta check how their roots are growing.
Equally, political, institutional and professionifle does not thrive when we constantly
uproot them to demonstrate that everything is tpament and trustworthy’.

Onora O’Neill,A Question of TrugiReith Lecture 1, 2002)

13.1 Introduction

My overarching aims in this research were to carside following questions:

* Why was quality assurance introduced into UK ursitexs during the 1990s?
e How did it operate?

* What were its impacts on the higher education s@cto

| first considered why the quality of teaching catmereoccupy the higher education
sector from the mid-1980s onwards and how farnb@duction of audit and assessment
systems were linked with political policies beingended to the whole of the public sector
at that time. The chronological narrative covelteslimplementation and operation of
quality assurance between 1992 and 2004 and tleuma changes it caused for those
working in the system. Later sections traced thaywanflicting discourses between key
players which had emerged in the course of theysind analysed how far quality
assurance achieved the purposes defined for iblagrgment. This allowed me to compile
the balance sheet of specific impacts on highecatthn, both positive and negative,
which appears in chapter 12. This final chaptehefthesis offers answers to the research
questions, leading to a number of verdicts aboatityuassurance and what might have
been done better to enhance its effects on teaemddearning.

13.2 Barriers to judgement

13.2.1 Questions of causality

In the course of this research | encountered a eumitbarriers which made it difficult to
reach verdicts about quality assurance. Firghly,frequent changes in the policies and
practice of quality assurance during the 20 yeaver@d by the research make it hard to
gauge its overall impacts. Secondly, lack of corasrabout definitions and measurement
of quality was and remains one of the main contabufactors to the long-running quality
debate: if quality could not be defined, how coitildle measured, particularly in a way
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which would fulfil the government’s intention td@lv meaningful comparisons between

institutions? The politically approved principle difersity of mission in UK universities
presented a barrier to comparison because theictngs would, by definition, vary.
Thirdly, the starting points of individual studeimsuniversity education are different and
the final outcomes of their studies often long def@. Equally significantly, whatever the
quality of teaching, progress and attainment ctlyctiepend on the level of commitment
and participation by the student. It bears repgatiat the concept of qualibssurancen
education was and remains theoretically flawed bseshere can be no guaranteed

outcomes.

In seeking to draw conclusions about the overghaats of quality assurance, therefore,
questions about causality arise: as Intervieweles2iwved, changes were not necessarily
the results of quality assurance but morslaw improvement in the culturé: 2).
Undoubtedly quality assurance produced some dematesteffects, both positive and
negative, but some attributions of cause may bedasre on reasonable inference than
on ‘proof’. Indeed many aspects of the qualityred student experience were attributable
to other factors, such as greater diversity ofesti’sl changing staff:student ratios and

overstretched facilities which inevitably hindetempts to improve quality.

13.2.2 Multiple perspectives

In keeping with the constructivist paradigm of thesis, | have gathered information from
multiple sources into a composite picture of thedriy of quality assurance. | have drawn
on evidence from official documents, contempor#grature, evaluations of quality
assurance at successive stages and informationifiterniewees with personal experience
of the period. In the course of this research iriethat while this methodology may reveal
‘the complex interactions of factors in any sitoati(Cresswell, 2007), it may not lead to
certainty about cause and effect. Thus, the vanati interests and opinions revealed in
the study have made it difficult to reach defirgtiwonclusions about the impacts of quality
assurance. Judgement often becomes a questionogkvaims have been fulfilled.
Nevertheless, | believe that this investigatiomafitiple perspectives described by Cohen,
Manion and Morrison (2007: 34) as ‘complexity theéavas indispensible to achieving a
comprehensive understanding of the highly complerdwf higher education during this

turbulent period.
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Evaluations of quality assurance have frequentlgaked a gap between the negative

opinions of individual commentators and ‘officia#ports painting a much rosier picture.
Within the universities, clashes between centrdligstitutional policies and departmental
interests have become apparent as well as stafféyiigg reactions among staff at
different levels. Some attributed improvementsualdy assurance while others perceived
it as ‘unstable, unreliable and undesirable’ (Mpr2003: 10). Over time much of the most
strident opposition diminished as the bureauctaiicen reduced, some practical
improvements were demonstrated and external aseassinquality was accepted as the
norm by new staff. At the same time, however, thgative effects of the compliance

culture on many academics resulted in continuingroversy.

Taking into account these caveats, | now preseasaassment of the strange phenomenon
of quality assurance that invaded and radicallgratt higher education.

13.3 Origins of quality assurance

Chapters 4 and 5 gave clear answers to the quesdtishy concerns about the quality of
UK higher education had arisen during the 1980sicktionally, the challenge of
delivering programmes to a greatly increased nurabstudents of diverse educational
background and ability inevitably called for sonseusiny of quality to maintain standards
as higher education moved from an élite to a mgstes. Politically, the Thatcher
government’s desire to make the universities mooeantable for both the quality of
education they were delivering and the expendibfifgublic money was in keeping with
the New Public Management approach being imposedighout the public sector. It was
a short step to extend the audit approach to tleeged higher education sector: quality
assurance was introduced as an instrument of eul&ome kind of regulatory
measures were justified to impose order on themefd sector and this also matched an
international trend towards regulation of publicvsees. Interviewee 2 was convinced that
the introduction of quality assurance was inevialil has not got the government off our

back but it would have been inconceivable not teetdone it'(l: 2).

The origins of quality assurance were thus expthlmg a further question emerged among
commentators on the sector. In time, Barnett ahdrstrealised that the quality evaluation
systems put in place in 1992 had in fact only destrated what was already know®0%

of its evaluations over ten or more years kept shguhat the programmes were of high
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guality, the number of courses that were faile¢@meclose to failure you could count on

two hands{(l. 8). Why, therefore, was there a continuing need faliguassurance? As
Paul Ramsden, later the founding chief executivim@iHigher Education Academy, wryly
stated: ‘we seem to be unable to come to termsautltown general level of excellence’
(THES,25 September 1998).

There were a number of possible answers to thistmure Firstly, the political desire for
regulation did not diminish and successive govemtseontinued to rely on the
audit/assessment approach to demonstrate the aabdiiy of higher education.

Secondly, quality assurance undeniably achievedesmganisational and educational
benefits. Its systems were embedded in universatgagement systems and supported by a
wide range of vested interests in both universdied public agencies. Quality league
tables became an essential marketing tool for usities to attract students in the UK and

in the global market. The quality assurance bandwagntinued to roll.

13.4 The operation of quality assurance

This thesis has shown that the new quality ageraridshe higher education sector
implemented quality assurance systems on a natszase with speed and efficiency. The
audit and assessment systems were embedded vinghimiversities and academics were
involved in peer review processes. Action was nakerectify’ the very small number of
failing courses and there was potential to spresdi goractice through the sharing of
reports. More systematic planning and evaluatiocoofrses produced tangible
improvements while increased information to stusemd more emphasis on their views
and rights promoted a more student-centred appréaxtstaff who were motivated,
involvement in quality assurance offered some cawpportunities and emphasis on

professional development helped to raise the stdttesaching.

However, the quality assurance process was by ramsrteouble-free. In their daily lives,
academics resented the dominance of regulatidreagxpense of improvement and the
competitive culture of the higher education markethich self-assessment of the
universities’ activities became confused with tire af self-promotion. Pressure to
comply with time-consuming bureaucratic demandspjomopriate performance indicators
and extra costs caused long-running conflicts.as difficult to be motivated by a system

whose highest objective was to achieve a judgewiebtoad confidence’. For many,
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quality assurance became an unwelcome symbol afrgoent control which was

undermining their autonomy, academic values antepstonalism. In short they had
become part of a world to which they felt they ander belonged. In addition, the
instability in government priorities, agency stuwets, scoring systems and vocabulary of
quality assurance inevitably undermined confidendée whole system among many who
were obliged to implement it. As Parry (2002: 4setved with justification, ‘the
frequency with which external quality assurancamgements have been changed...
during the last ten years must give rise to quastabout their overall purpose and

effectiveness’.

13.5 Impacts of quality assurance

13.5.1 Overview

The balance sheet in chapter 12 shows that beth@®hand 2004 many of the stated
aims of quality assurance were at least partlyledf. The government could be satisfied
that the UK now had a functioning regulatory systermeasure quality and demonstrate
public accountability in the very diverse higheuvedtion sector. The state had acquired a
considerable amount of control over the universitiad the reputation of UK higher
education continued high. On the other hand, thabglgovernment could claim success
for quality assurance when measured against itsstated aims, this research has
produced a wealth of evidence that there weresssous downsides.

13.5.2 Quality assurance as a divisive force

Quality assurance proved divisive in several retspédts imposition as a means of
regulating the higher education sector causediauserift between the government and the
universities. It was a lasting reminder for botliversities and individual academics of the
increase of government power and their correspagnidiss of autonomy, especially when
long-term restrictions in government funding thezetd improvements in quality. At the
same time, compliance with the regulatory demandgiality assurance diverted
academics from the aim of improvement to which tiweyld have devoted themselves
with more enthusiasm. Quality assurance was algapthe centralising trend which

caused friction between academics and managerkg thiei consumerist perception of
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students and teachers as customers and providddsdistort the relationship between

them.

13.5.3 The ‘results’ of quality assurance

While on the face of it systems were in place tasoee the quality of education, many
people had little confidence in the chosen metladkindicators and there was little
evidence that quality of teaching had significamtiyproved. Though the numbers of
‘failures’ through all the phases of quality assim@were minute (see Table 3:10) there
was ongoing doubt that the ‘results’ demonstrateduality assurance were certain

enough to deliver the intended assurances.

13.5.4 Costs of quality assurance - has it all been worth it?

Earlier chapters haveported on the long-term reluctance to identiy tlsts of quality
assurance which made it impossible to demonstnatettie high levels of effort, time and
cost represented value for money — an extraordifaélyre of accountability in the
prevailing audit culture of the time. While qualagsurance had produced some
improvements, an increasing tide of opinion fromabeg (1997) onwards challenged the
justification for it in terms of value for moneyA Consulting (2000: 7) concluded that the
current régime represented ‘poor value for monei bar stakeholders and for
institutions’. In a more systematic cost analy3is] Consulting (2005, iii) identified some
recent cost reductions but also acknowledged kieatatal annual cost for England of £40
million (including cost of ‘professional QA’ but hancluding ‘unknown opportunity costs’
for staff time) was equivalent to ‘four full-timesior staff (professors or senior
administrators) at each of the 130 English univesiand colleges’. Interviewee 10 who in
the early years had not deemed the costs of qualiit and assessmeanduly
expensive’had later come to the conclusion that the inangasffort devoted to providing
information for students rather than focusing acteng and learning had becotaa

almost total waste of public mongy’ 10). When expressed in such terms, the experdi
on quality assurance did not represent value fareay@nd appeared a sacrifice which the

sector could ill afford to make.

A fundamental issue was whether the effort andscoktjuality assurance were justified at
all. The consistently high position of UK univers in international league tables
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indicated that there was little reason for con@aut the quality of higher education and

in this context, the time and cost expended onityuadsurance have been one of the major
enigmas of my study. Early criticisms of the enouseffort expended on quality
assurance in contrast to little gain had continwsdlerwood (2000: 79) queried the
justification for expenditure ‘of HEFCE'’s money aafithe institutions’ time’ to identify a
very small number of cases of seriously unsatiefgqirovision where there were ‘major
shortcomings’. External evaluations of quality aasge highlighted the same paradox:
how could such a demonstrably low risk to the taygw justify this level of effort and
expenditure? (PA Consulting, 2000, the Better Ratga Task Force, 2002).

On these grounds, and especially in view of thestasce it evoked, it is hard to argue that

the effort, time and cost invested in the qualggwrance exercise were worthwhile.

13.6 Verdicts on quality assurance

13.6.1 Swings and roundabouts

This study has revealed that there is no definginswer to the question of whether the
benefits of quality assurance have outweighed égatives or vice versa. On the basis of a
‘balance sheet’ compiled from multiple views, ihigt possible to decide with certainty

that the overall effect of quality assurance wasitp@ or negative: the answer to this
question varied for different individuals accordiiogtheir personal aims and interests and
the prevailing culture in their institutions. Pow@p99: 102) pointed out the gap between
accounts of staff ‘covering up falling standardsuised by greater student numbers,
increasing workload and diminishing resources dnel public success story’ of improving
quality told in reports published by HEFCE and @®A. Sharp emphasised the difficulty
of judging the difference it made to teachinfhé problem in answering the question is we
don’t know... With teaching it is more difficult besa we don’t have any objective

measures so you're driven back to much more subgeapproaches(l: 4).

Morley (2003: 170) powerfully summed up these ditxioally opposed attitudes displayed
by staff.‘For some, quality assurance has provided new paredfor thinking about
academic work and new career opportunities. Fagrstht is about suspicion, mistrust and
the management of processes, rather than stanelatidgonsiderable wastage and

frustration involved.’ Having observed the negatigactions within the universities,
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Shattock (2012: 206) commented that the variouityuagimes imposed on higher

education can be regarded as the greatest singlelcome intrusion into academic life
that has occurred since the 1980s. It is intergstien to consider the verdict on the
regulation of universities, of which quality assura was a prime instrument, from one of
its major instigators, Margaret Thatcher hersethia first volume of her memoirshe
Downing Street Yeand993). She was still confident that greater adrdwer universities
(particularly financial) had produced benefitseaper administrative efficiency, closer
links with business, more discriminating fee-paystigdents and greater attention to
teaching on the part of academics. However, shetthto uncharacteristic uncertainty
about her dismissal of the many critics who weenlgnely concerned about the future
autonomy and academic integrity of universities’

‘| had to concede that these critics had a strongse than | would have liked.
It makes me concerned that many distinguished aciadehought that
Thatcherism in education meant a philistine sulmatiton of scholarship to the
immediate requirements of vocational training. Twas certainly no part of
my kind of Thatcherism’ (Thatcher, 1993: 598-99).

It seems that even the Iron Lady was taken badkégtrength of the negative response.

Commentators whose views punctuate the narratigeesged a gamut of opinions, rarely
unreservedly positive and some largely negativeringgfollowed the history of quality
assurance closely through the page@udlity in Higher Educatiorsince 1995, Harvey
(2010) found little evidence that it made a sigrafit difference to the quality of teaching
and learning or the student experience. Reflecimber major research project, Henkel
(2000: 99) stated that ‘the most frequently heamtiment from universities of all kinds
was that the time and effort it required were &t loisproportionate to any gains accruing
from it" and Morley (2003: 62) identified the donaimt theme of her study as ‘too much
effort for too little gain’. Commenting on qualigassurance in general, Brown (2004: 171)
went so far as to say he had looked in vain fod@wte of ‘any correlation between
effectiveness of quality assurance arrangemenkserral or internal — and actual quality,

howsoever defined'.

Interviewees for this study had varying views dejeg on their own positions and the
particular aspect under discussion. As would beetga, the most uniformly positive had
been personally involved in the administration oélkity assurance in different capacities
(Interviewees 1, 4, 5 and 6). Sharp was preparednanit himself to a positive
conclusion:l do feel comfortable that if you do tot up theieas benefits that are
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tangible... then | do think you could come out teasonable account as it wei@' 4).

On the other hanaythers equally familiar with the system expressedrarising

uncertainty about its value (Interviewees 8, @ 40). There was also evidence of
pragmatism: Interviewee 2 accepted that qualityrasee was inescapable so he might as
well make the best of it; Interviewee 3 felt thatree potential benefits could have been
achieved but the implementation was flawed, anerimewee 7 criticised the unreasonable

expectation of improvement in a context of chramderfunding.

13.6.2 ‘A sledge-hammer to crack a nut’?

Though the universities had largely accepted tiveiple of quality assurance in the
interests of accountability, front-line academissaiated it with ‘a complex of policies
that meant dwindling resources, greatly increasedkiads, reduced professional esteem,
all of which represented a reduction of qualityigher education’ (Henkel 2000: 97). In
the light of the very small number of courses falbelow a satisfactory level, Morley
(2003: 61) aptly described the effort and expemditan quality assurance as ‘a sledge-
hammer to crack a nut’. Bearing in mind the lackustifiable concern about the quality of
UK higher education in the first place, its focusregulation at the expense of
improvement and its many negative outcomes revealtds thesis, | would expand
Morley’s metaphor with the comment that this sletigenmer caused a considerable

amount of collateral damage.

13.7 What might have been done differently ?

13.7.1 Re-balance regulation and improvement

Much of this thesis has been concerned with exgadsie negative aspects of quality
assurance. On the other hand, few people in higthecation would have disagreed with
the laudable aim to improve the quality of teachimgniversities and many who
committed themselves to this aim in good faith waisdlusioned by its culture and
methodology. What then could have been done diffgréo make quality assurance more

relevant to the promotion of effective learning?

Undoubtedly its negative effects on staff were igahto the effectiveness of quality

assurance and could have been mitigated by a elitfeypproach. The discourse analysed
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in chapter 11 section 4.4 clearly demonstratedttfegovernment’s prioritisation of

regulation and accountability over improvement uagting the beneficial impact of
quality assurance on teaching and learning, asdotlance needed to be reversed. Brown
(2004: 162) also regretted that the excessive foousompetition and comparative
judgements of performance were ‘the wrong targetsth did nothing to promote quality
improvement. Sharp saw regulationa&ind of safety belt ... the formal bit of
accountability’(l: 4) but not the most important route to imprayigquality.

To achieve this, a change of motivation was neetihedideal would be to reduce the level
of external regulation to a minimum (achieving tesired ‘lighter touch’) while
encouraging voluntary improvement by academicss Tumdamental re-balancing
between the two would have to be accompanied bgsinvent of the necessary time and

resources in teaching and learning to contribuienfirovement of student learning.

As time passed, the calls for this kind of changewvgstronger. The government’s
persistent failure to respect its own much repeatadtra that universities had
responsibility for their own quality gave rise tg@wing recognition of ‘the greater
effectiveness of internal over external proces@earvey, 2010 (2): 104) a point also
emphasised by Biggs (2003) and in Eheopean Standards and Guidelin&NQA,
2005).

13.7.2 Define high quality teaching

An early and continuing criticism of quality assuca from academics was that the criteria
for high quality teaching which would logically cstitute performance indicators for
quality assessment were not clearly defined. Taiztk surfaced again in Gibbs’ report on
Dimensions of Quality2010) which emphasises the importance of usingaret evidence
‘to ensure that our quality processes are infortoemigreater extent by what we know
about what constitutes effective practice’ (Gikit310: 4). He identifies a number of
factors ‘known to work in terms of educational effeeness’ which he recommends
should become the performance indicators for quaBsessment. He cites research
evidence that large classes adversely affect thétgof student engagement so class size
is likely to be an important indicator of qualifihere is also evidence of the beneficial
influence of employing staff with teaching qualétons because students adopt a more
‘surface’ approach to studies when courses argeatelil by unqualified research students
or non-faculty. The volume, quality and promptnesteachers’ feedback are also reliable

predictors of good educational outcomes.
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13.7.3 Quality assurance for transformation

Nearing the end of this study, | return to ‘thengformative notion of quality’ which
‘assumes that higher education must concern wg#iftransforming the life-experiences
of students, by enhancing or empowering them’ (Ewm@and Knight, 1996: 14). Gibbs
(2010: 11) refers back to the same idea (origindétiined by Harvey and Green, 1993)
when he includes the concept of ‘quality as tramsédgion’ as an indicator of effective

teaching which will involve ‘enhancing the studensome way’'.

13.7.4 A favourable culture

One prerequisite for achieving this kind of tramsfation is to create a culture where
teaching is valued (Biggs, 2003: 274). The promrotbhigh quality learning requires a
working environment ‘based on trust and conduaiv@hovation’ (Brown, 2004: 171). In
the early days of quality assurance, Holmes (1998 believed that ‘the personal
fulfilment of the individual’ was a core aim of titsitions ‘whoseraison d’étreis driven

by quality and not ... where those in the drivingtsea striving simply to test for and
demonstrate quality’. Ten years later Biggs (2@&8) commented that enhancement of
teaching will depend on the involvement of ‘teashhinking as teachers’ to drive change
from the grass-roots up rather than administratosenior managers responsible for
implementing externally imposed systems. Accordam§harp, when staff are motivated
and committedthat’s where you begin to see the whole thing caiive. They’re doing it
not because QAA or anybody else tells them th@gt&o do it, they’re doing it because
they want to do it, they see it makes a differeadbeir students... What really is going to
drive this forward is not somebody wagging a findges hearing about really interesting
practice and wanting to try that or a variationtbit yourself'(I: 4). In such favourable

conditions the transformative potential of qualigsurance can be released.
13.7.5 Close contact between teachers and learners

Importantly, Gibbs (2010: 21) cites evidence frotarge American survey by Pascarella
(1980) that ‘close contact’ involving at least someraction between teachers and
students is an important feature of education. d®a is frequently echoed by other
scholars, for example, Henkel (2000: 107) who was/mced of the benefits of ‘close and
individualised attention to students and the qualfttheir learning’ achieved through

small-group teaching and close scrutiny of theittem work. On the basis of these
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endorsements and my own approach as an adult eduicabuld argue that despite the

challenges of high student numbers, if personalaatibetween teacher and student had
been included among the criteria for assessmeetaohing during the period covered by

this research, the history of quality assurancehtriigve been very different.

13.8 Quality assurance is here to stay

In my interview with Barnett | posed the questianview of so many criticisms, why do
we tolerate quality assurance?’ to which he gapeagmatic but illuminating answeiVe
tolerate it because it suits the interests of diffé parties. It suits the interests of the state
but it also suits the interests of senior manageithe sector. If you can show that you've
done well in the evaluations and can put that oaryeebsite it may just help in securing a

few more students from Chin@’ 8).

Whether we like it or not, quality assurance ig pathe modern world in any professional
setting as well as in industry, an intrinsic featof accountability, professional
accreditation, service delivery and consumer rigbaisticularly where public money is
involved. It is logically and ethically impossikie argue against the promotion of good
guality, and ensuring quality depends on a prooeasidit. While many quality assurance
systems are cumbersome, time-consuming and exgemsigrinciple they are still needed.
In the case of higher education, as with any agtikepending on human interaction, if
they are to deliver improvements, great care isleeén definition of the criteria and

design and implementation of the assessment methods

Quality assurance should not be accepted unqueasiignWilliams thought there were
risks that it was becoming an end in itself ratihan a means, and not itself subject to
independent assessmemather than being judged against its effectiveaeskits value
and usefulness, it's become part of the establiskintée therefore actively asserted the
need to challenge its right to exisi(l: 9). Managing effective quality assurancetsyss
requires commitment, care and hard work: in anglphrase quoted by Williams (2009: 1)

‘quality is not an accident’. Nor should its op&vatbe allowed to go unchallenged.
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CHAPTER 14: EPILOGUE

That men do not learn very much from the lessohsstdry is the most important of all

the lessons that history has to teagtuxley, 1959: 1)

The final part of this study gives a brief overvieidevelopments in UK quality assurance
in the decade following the 2004 Higher Educatiamn. A

14.1 Thoughts from 2015

The introduction of the new quality assurance ayeaments by the QAA from 2002 was
succeeded by a more stable period. Quality asseistnactures and systems were
embedded in all universities and had become efdide. Publication of information for
students increased through the Teaching Qualitrimftion website from 2004 (later
Unistats) and the National Student Survey fromfétlewing year (Griffiths, 2014: 11).
Nevertheless, political scrutiny continued. In 2488 accumulating concerns about
university standards in a number of universitiesulted in a critical report by the House of
Commons Innovation, Universities, Science and SKilbmmittee which gave rise to
serious challenges to the QAA’s practices. Recontatons in the Browne Report
(Securing a Sustainable Future for Higher Educati@d10) and the Conservative/Liberal
Coalition’s White PapeiStudents at the Heart of the Sysi{@®l11) led to a strengthening
of the Institutional Review process and replacenoéttie Academic Infrastructure with a
new Quality CodgGriffiths, 2014). The QAA’s mission remains ‘tofeguard standards
and improve the quality of UK higher education’ (@2014). It retains responsibility for
the four countries of the UK, with some variationslevolved areas. The new Quality
Code covers the whole of the United Kingdom. Sewtlalso contracts the QAA to carry
out quality assurance activities on its behalfutftothere are significant differences in its

review systems (see Appendix 4).

14.2 Continuing trends

The association of higher education with businegké government’s mind was
emphasised in 2007 when responsibility for higlteroation was moved from the
Department of Education and Skills to the newlyated Department for Innovation,
Universities and Skills and subsequently, througbtlaer merger in 2009, to the
Department for Business, Innovation and Skills (BSus the word ‘education’ no longer

appears in the title of its sponsoring departmravious issues relating to accountability,
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academic autonomy and bureaucratic demands siglechsome friction between

universities and the state, with resulting negagiffects (Murphy, 2009). Financial
stringency continued under the Coalition from 2@h@ Treasury demands for significant
savings once more put pressure on quality. The BeoReport (2010: 8) notably re-stated
the triangular challenge that has run like a reftarough this study: ‘in formulating our
recommendations we had to balance the level ofcgaation, the quality of teaching and
the sustainability of fundingA White Paper (BIS, 2011) outlined proposals fonare
risk-based approach to quality assurance, redubafrequency of reviews for
universities with a record of high quality provisicA continuing managerialist ethos is
exemplified by new systems of monitoring staff pemiance, while students are asked to
complete module evaluation questionnaires (MEQa)uating lecturers who may have to

achieve minimum scores ‘in order to pass probat{@Gmove, THE, 23 October 2014).

The increasingly international scope of qualityumaace was evidenced by adoption of
Standards and Guidelines for Quality AssurancénenEuropean Higher Education Area
(2005, updated in 2015) which include commitmernhtiependent external quality
assurance operating external cycles of review.QAA is a full member of the European
Association for Quality Assurance in Higher Eduaat{ENQA) and was the first agency

to be judged ‘fully compliant with all aspects betEuropean Standards and Guidelines for
Quality Assurance’@QAA Annual Report to HEFCED1213: 5).

14.3 2011 White Paper: Students at the Heart of the System (BIS, 2011)

From 2005 students’ views of their university expece were published in the National
Student Survey and fed into the all-important Rag&iwhich were guides to choice in the
competitive market. With 45% of people betweenapes of 18 and 30 entering higher
education, an increase from 39% in 2000, (Browf&02?2) students were referred to as
‘the most important clients of higher educationi$B2009: 71) and the level of fees,
increased by the Coalition government in 2010 tO@9 a year, reinforced their position.
The QAA Annual Report to HEFCE for 2012-13 notedfare consumerist approach’
among students during the first year in which fle&d risen to this level (QAA, 2014: 7).
The paramountcy of student status was summed tgititle of the 2011 White Paper
Higher Education: Students at the Heart of the &p¢BIS 2011). The government once
again began to promote the use of charters degddinstudents ‘what they can expect and
what is expected of them’ (BIS, 2011: 3) and stwslestatus as arbiters of quality was
attested by their presence on all QAA review tefmorm 2011 (BIS, 2011: 36).
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The Browne Report (2010: 2) re-emphasised the weth political mantra that

‘competition generally raises quality’ and the Véhiraper announced the establishment of
an expande#&ey Information Set (KIS)f easily comparable information to be added to
the information already on the Unistats websit€0%2. Concern was expressed that this
kind of quantifiable information ‘commodifies edtica into a tangible service’ while
‘gualitative information on the individually trarsimative nature of the learning
experience’ was impossible to provide throughKi® (Williams, 2013: 76). Brown

(2012) pointed out the irony of a situation whére provision of public information itself
has been added to the aspects for QAA assessm&ABL1: 36).

In recent reflections Ming Cheng (2014: 286) hasoadteda more constructive concept

of ‘quality’ in higher educatiorinot just for summative evaluation purposes but to
encourage student commitment to learning, in order to increase student engagement and
enthusiasm for a positive educational experience’. The White Paper (BIS, 2011: 34)
emphasises the importance of student engagemardrkimg on the fact that a number of
very different institutions (the Open Universityi&kingham and Oxford and Cambridge)
which consistently do well in the National Stud8untvey share a commitment to close
contact with students and regular academic feedl@dek QAA (2014: 6) emphasised that
students are now engaged as ‘informed and consteyzartners’ in developing quality
methods and promoting enhancement. Bovill (2018}udised the recent academic interest
in engaging students as partners in a proces®dfration’ in learning and teaching
which is argued to contribute to student ‘empowertndloving from the ideas of ‘critical
pedagogy’ of the 1970s and 1980s which encouraigei@sts to use their new knowledge
to challenge power relationships and promote satiahge, this less political concept of
student engagement has tended to focus more @asing representation in university
structures and quality assurance processes in \iingcstudent voice will increasingly be
heard. In addition, concepts of ‘partnership’ aoaktreation’, often not clearly defined,
can extend to a wide range of activities includtngriculum design and course planning,
negotiation of marking criteria and opportunities $tudent feedback (Bovill, 2013).
Though this approach can bring rewards, the proafegsnuine learner empowerment can
seem ‘unfamiliar and risky’ to academic staff whil hhus need special development to

acquire new skills in facilitation and student sogggBovill, 2013: 6).
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14.4 Déja vu

Some surprising recent developments induce a disgireaction ofdéja vu In October
2014 the higher education sector was taken abaek announcement from the Funding
Councils in England, Wales and Northern Irelanthefr intention ‘to seek views on
future approaches to the assessment of qualitighreheducation’. The declared aim is ‘to
develop innovative approaches that are risk-bgeegortionate, affordable, and low-
burden’ at the same time as ‘building on existingdjpractice and demonstrating value
for taxpayers’ and students’ money’ (HEFCE, 20 Rparallel process was set in train in
Scotland and at the end of the consultation proesexisting contract with the QAA will
be re-tendered. Reasons for this move were statdyg Yaguely in terms of the
requirement to respond to changes in higher edutatid to deliver value for money. The
ensuing debate has included some support for patehange, reiterating concerns raised
about aspects of QAA’s performance in previous ggaut also external support for the
agency’s track record in protecting quality (McGhBee Guardian20 October, 2014)

and warnings against abandoning the principle wingga single regulatory quality body
(Brown, THE, 9 October, 2014).

The QAA itself has mounted a spirited defence ®fithess to build on systems developed
in partnership with the sector over almost 20 yearkis speech to the Annual Reviewers’
Conference on 29 June 2015, the Chief Executimthdny McClaran, emphasised that
‘QAA is not accidentally the provider of externalality assurance: it is the body set up by
the sector, endorsed by governments across thendiamaembodiment, in its governance
and operations, of the key principle of co-reguiati He reiterated a number of existing
principles on which the QAA would build for the tue:
* respecting the autonomy of universities to asseg bwn quality
» ‘keeping students at the centre’ by regularly segkheir views and including
them in quality assurance processes
* reducing the burden of data collection by usingaldé information from other
sources
* increasing the focus on quality improvement atealéls by encouraging
innovation and good practice and making reviewsenemhancement-led

» providing public assurance through published report
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A week after HEFCE launched the latest consultatiocument on its proposals,iture

Approaches to Quality Assessment in England, Waddd\orthern Ireland(HEFCE,
2015/11), a further shock to the system was davén a speech by Jo Johnson, Minister
for Universities and Science in the recently ele@enservative government, whose
language harked back to the rhetoric of the 199@shonoured a manifesto commitment
to ‘root out bad teaching’ by introducing a ‘TeauliExcellence Framework’ (TEF) to
include ‘a clear set of outcome-focused criterid aretrics... underpinned by an external
assessment process undertaken by an independdity bady from within the existing
landscape’ (Speech to Universities UK, 1 July 2015)

More or less controversial proposals include tHiewong:

* a'risk-based’ approach to replace cyclical QAAiesus for well-established
universities with annual reports by univgrgioverning bodies to HEFCE
vouching for the academic standards of timstitutions

» aproposal to link quality assessment with fundthgg time by allowing
providers of high quality teaching to charge higtugtion fees

» use of graduate earnings levels as indicatorsashiag quality

* indicators related to educational processes inotudiass size, SSRs, student
effort, independent working, quality and timeline$$eedback (Gibbs, 2010)

* measures of students’ independent learning skills

* metrics of student engagement as piloted in a Ugalgement Survey (UKES)
undertaken by the HEA

* methods of quantifying learning gain developechie S which involve
students in sitting entry and exit tests

» the percentage of teaching staff with formal teagtyualifications

» class observation as a method for evaluating quailiteaching

A Green Paper incorporating comments from acadeisiespected in the autumn.

All of these issues are complex and likely to pralbenefits and disadvantages.
Questions about how to devise and agree such métxiee already reignited old debates
and initiated new ones, starting with a remindethefproblems caused by the ‘fuzziness
around defining ‘quality’ in higher education, Edbne measuring it’ (PalfreymahHE, 23
July, 2015). There is a risk that the governmérd,guality agencies and the universities
will once again become mired in controversies alnoedsurement which distract from

improving practice.
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How government promotion of the TEF will dovetaithvthe projected HEFCE reforms
already under consultation remains to be seerhlesetproposals clearly threaten to
recreate a situation reminiscent of the double whgrof audit and assessment between
1992 and 1997. To those remembering the wastetutavisive consequences of that era
for the whole of higher education, the possibilitgt such a fate should once again be
inflicted on universities in the name of improvitige quality of teaching and learning
defies belief. Anyone interested in future of gyaéissurance in UK higher education will
fervently hope that those responsible for thesésaets will have learned some lessons

from history.
14.5 Postscript, January 2016

The Green Paper, published on 6 November 2015 duhderandiose titl€ulfilling Our
Potential: Teaching Excellence, Social Mobility e®idident Choic€BIS, 2015) has
already become the subject of criticism. It is peestl that the TEF, intended as a
mechanism for increasing tuition fees on the baiisiproved quality, will inevitably
create a complex bureaucracy which will deter thigarsities from involvement if fees
are only allowed to increase in line with the catreery low rates of inflation. Students
may become disillusioned if success in the TEFltesu higher fees. Academics are
unlikely to accept the ‘robust’ statistical metrp®posed for assessment as reliable
indicators of quality. It is as yet not clear whaatthe Office for Students billed as a ‘new
sector regulator’ will take over HEFCE's role orether the QAA’s life will be prolonged

as its latest assessments are to be taken asdisddrathe first round of the TEF in 2016.

Also published in November was HEFCE's report anrésponses to the June
Consultation Paper on the future of quality assessf{HEFCE, 2015/11). This expressed
broad support for earlier proposals, though theas eoncern about plans to make the
external examiner system more like a national iospate and to extend the oversight of

university governing bodies to academic quality atashdards. These debates continue.

Both the Green Paper and the HEFCE documents empliae need for co-operation. BIS
is expected to work with HEFCE, ‘mindful of the de® ensure that the overall quality
assurance system does not introduce duplicatiomcogase bureaucratic burden on
providers’ (HEFCE, 2015/11: para 112). For reaadrs have followed the story of
guality assurance through these pages, such pspirgtions will have a hollow ring.
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APPENDIX 1

Introductory Statement to Interviewees

Unaversity | School of
of Glasgow | Education

Plain Language Statement
Researcher

Sally Kuenssberg, PhD Research Student, University of Glasgow School of Education.

Invitation

You are invited to take part in a research study. The following information explains the purpose of
the study and what part you are being asked to play. Please take time to read the information
carefully and ask me if there is anything that is not clear or if you would like more information. Take
time to decide whether or not you wish to take part.

Thank you for reading this.

The study

The overall purpose of my study is to explore the impact of quality assurance systems on teaching
in UK universities from the late 1980s onwards.

The first part of the study will look at why and how quality assurance approaches were adopted and
the effects of these approaches. The investigation will include a series of interviews.

The data collected from these interviews will also inform the second part of the study, which will
focus on how quality assurance systems are operating in Scotland today.

The interviews

I am approaching you and a number of other individuals to take part in this study because your
first-hand experience in the world of higher education during the relevant period will enable you to
provide important insights into the issues | am exploring.

I will invite you to take part in an interview with me lasting a maximum of two hours at a location of
your choice. Your participation is entirely voluntary and you can withdraw at any point.

I will seek to explore a broad range of topics but the structure and extent of the discussion will
depend on your interest and the information you wish to offer.

Should the time allocated prove insufficient, there could be an option with your consent to continue
the discussion in a further interview or by telephone.

The interview will be tape-recorded and a full transcript sent to you for verification. You can
withdraw any or all of your comments at any point.

Confidentiality

You will be given the choice of anonymity in this project. If you choose to be anonymous, however,
it is not realistic to guarantee that you will not be identified by readers.

When | send you the transcript of the interview, | will ask you to indicate:
*  Which parts of the transcript must be removed

¢ Which parts (including direct quotations) may be retained anonymously
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*  Which parts (including direct quotations) may be retained and attributed to you if you
choose to be named.

| am carrying out this research independently and receiving no funding from any other
source.

The proposal for this study has been reviewed by The Ethics Committee of the College of Social
Sciences, University of Glasgow.

Contacts for Further Information

If you require any further information, please contact me at s.kuenssberg.1@research.gla.ac.uk
or telephone me on 0141 339 8345

If you have any concerns regarding the conduct of the research project you can contact the College
of Social Sciences Ethics Officer Dr Georgina Wardle at georgina.wardle @glasgow.ac.uk
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APPENDIX 2

Interview Themes and Questions

The semi-structured interviews will be based around the following questions.
Follow-up questions will arise from the points raised by each interviewee.
The interviews will be recorded and a full transcript sent to each interviewee
for verification and approval.

1

Why did the quality of teaching become a pre-occu  pation in UK higher
education during the late 1980s and early 1990s?

How far was the introduction of systems to audit and assess the quality
of higher education linked with developments in oth er public services
at the time?

Why did the proposed quality assurance arrangemen ts for higher
education evoke such debate within universities? Ho w was their
resistance overcome?

What kind of methods do you think should be used to evaluate the
quality of university teaching?

What changes took place in universities during th e 1990s as a result of
the implementation of quality assurance systems?

In your experience what has been the impact of these systems on the
quality of university teaching?

How far have the quality assurance arrangementst  hemselves been
evaluated and can any conclusions be drawn?

What are your views on the different path now bei  ng followed by QAA
Scotland with its explicit emphasis on ‘enhancement "?
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APPENDIX 3

Themes and Categories from NVivo Coding

Government policy
Rationales for QA
Accountability
Government control
Political focus on HE
Challenges for HE

Theories of quality

Definitions

Purposes of QA

Methodology- industrial model

Paradoxes of QA — accountability v enhancement
Unintended consequences

Operation of quality assurance
Approaches to QA

QA methodology and implementation
QA structures

Phases of QA

Impact of QA — positive and negative

Quality ‘debate’

Academic attitudes and culture
Bureaucratic burden

Costs

Standards and measurement
University resistance
Resistance overcome

Quality ‘industry’

Writing about QA

Careers in quality

Consultations, evaluations, and reports
League tables and rankings

Relationships and discourses of quality
External

Within Universities

Political

University teaching and learning
Factors relating to quality

Staff training and development
Status of teaching

Teaching and learning developments

Students

Information to students — consumer choice
Student views

Student experience — motivation

Impact of QA
Overall judgements
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APPENDIX 4

Scotland is Different

Since the implementation of quality assurance iniWK992, its operation in Scotland has
always been separate from England, in keeping tivéhr separate higher education
systems and Funding Councils. For the first dechdegver, the two countries operated

very similar quality assurance systems.

During the period of disruption at the QAA in Engtbifrom 2001, the QAA Scottish
Committee decided to follow a different path in@rtb place greater emphasis on
enhancement rather than external regulation. Ireg@nce terms, QAA Scotland remains

part of the QAA with Scottish representation b finactice is significantly different.

In 2003 Scotland developed its own Quality Enharex@rfrramework (QEF) coordinated
by a Universities Quality Working Group with memb&mom the Scottish Funding
Council (SFC), Universities Scotland, QAA Scotlatite Higher Education Academy and
the National Union of Students (NUS) Scotland. Wt consists of five interrelated
aspects:

* A comprehensive programme of institution-led rexdewarried out by higher

education institutions with guidance from the SsbtFunding Council

* Enhancement-led Institutional Review (ELIR): ertdrpeer reviews run by QAA

Scotland involving all Scottish higher educatiostitutions over a four-year cycle

* Improved forms of public information about qualibased on addressing the

different needs of a range of stakeholders, inalgiditudents and employers

* a stronger voice for student representatives, g students in quality

management in higher education. Representatives &toudent Partnership in Quality

Scotland (spargs) and NUS Scotland work with QAAtBad to improve the

effectiveness of student engagement in qualitygesses and provide advice to the

SFC and institutions on good practice in studegagement

* A national programme of Enhancement Themes, mahag&AA Scotland, which

encourages academic and support staff and stueshisire current good practice and

collectively generate ideas and models for innoweiin learning and teachin

Enhancement is at the heart of practice, ‘takindpdeate steps to bring about
improvement’ in Scottish higher education. The Erdenent Themes programme aims to
encourage academics, support staff and studemtsrtocollectively to generate

innovation in learning and teaching. The aim isnbance the student learning experience
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in Scottish universities through identifying spectdreas (themes) for development, and

providing time and space for the sector to carytbis development. Staff and students
are encouraged to share good practice, to gendeste and models for innovation in
learning and teaching, and to learn from usefuhgdas of work from other countries.
This collaborative and integrated approach to guadiunique in many respects: the
balance between quality assurance and enhancetimerinphasis that it places on the
student experience; its focus on learning and olelyson teaching; and the spirit of

partnership between staff and students that hasrpimhed all these developments.

Material from the following nine Enhancement Theroespleted by 2013 is fully
documented and available on the QAA website:

» Assessment (2003-04)

* Responding to Student Needs (2003-04)

* Employability (2004-06)

« Flexible Delivery (2004-06)

* Integrative Assessment (2005-06)

» The First Year: Engagement and Empowerment (2X8)5-

* Research-Teaching Linkages: enhancing gradutileuaes (2006-08)

» Graduates for the 21st Century: Integrating thegcement Themes (2008-11)
» Developing and Supporting the Curriculum (201)}-14

The tenth and current theme is Student Transitiems)ing for three academic years 2014-
17, focusing on transitions into, out of and dunimgversity. Work on 10 key topics is
being shared among several institutions thus fatiiig joint working and sharing of good

practice.

There is little doubt that the cohesiveness ofsdwor in Scotland, the four year frequency
of the enhancement led reviews and the early fation of the student body has
imparted a different character to quality assess$ineBcotland, a topic that deserves a

separate study.
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